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Dedication
The full report and this executive summary are dedicated to Bill ‘Big Wolf’ Blake, who devoted his life to ensuring that
Native children would have an environment where they could thrive in safety. Bill, a member of the Red Lake Nation
and a Sergeant with the Minneapolis Police Department, was a passionate supporter of this project and an active participant in a meeting with American Indian elders, community leaders, and service providers to discuss this report and
next steps just days before his unexpected death. Though we grieve his passing, we are immensely grateful for the
time that we had him, and for his tireless work to prevent violence against our children. Thank you, Bill, and we wish
you a good journey.
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Background
The topic of this report is the commercial sexual exploitation of American Indian
women and girls in Minnesota, including but not limited to sex trafficking. In 2006,
the Legislature passed Minnesota Statute Section 299A.79 requiring the Commissioner of Public Safety to develop a plan to address current human trafficking and
prevent future human trafficking in Minnesota. In 2008, Minneapolis was identified
as one of thirteen U.S. cities having a high concentration of criminal activity involving the commercial sexual exploitation of juveniles.1 The same year, The Advocates
for Human Rights released its sex trafficking needs assessment, commissioned by
the Minnesota Human Trafficking Task Force pursuant to a mandate from the Commissioner of Public Safety. Citing advocates’ and law enforcement personnel’s estimate that at least 345 American Indian women and girls had been sexually trafficked
in Minnesota since 2005, the report noted the significant lack of information about
American Indian victims and the relative absence of services to not only help them
find safety, but to also heal from the trauma of life in prostitution.2
Police reports from Duluth showed that Native girls were being lured off reservations, taken onto ships in port, beaten, and gang-raped. Tribal advocates in South Dakota and Minnesota had also begun raising red flags, reporting that Native girls were
being trafficked into prostitution, pornography, and strip shows over state lines and
internationally to Mexico. In Canada, where the history and current circumstances
of Native (Aboriginal) people closely parallel those of American Indians in the U.S.,
research studies were consistently finding Aboriginal women and girls to be hugely
over-represented in the sex trade. An international report on the commercial sexual
exploitation of children described Canadian Aboriginal and American Indian youth
as being at greater risk than any other youth in Canada and the U.S. for sexual exploitation and trafficking.3
Closer to home, increasing numbers of Native women and girls entering MIWRC
programs were disclosing that they had been trafficked into prostitution. MIWRC
contacted other Native-specific agencies in the Twin Cities to ask what their caseworkers were seeing in terms of sexual exploitation of Native women and girls. Several reported a surprising number of younger Native women coming in for domestic
violence and sexual assault services, later acknowledging that their assailant had trafficked them for prostitution.
Despite Minnesota’s significant efforts to identify and meet the needs of sex trafficking victims, to our knowledge there has never been any report describing the
commercial sexual exploitation of indigenous girls and women in Minnesota or even
nationally. To address that gap in knowledge, MIWRC approached the W.K. Kellogg Foundation about support to develop a report which would aggregate what was
known to date about the commercial sexual exploitation of American Indian women
and girls in Minnesota, and to develop a set of recommendations for addressing the
needs of Native victims. The W.K. Kellogg Foundation agreed to support the project, which began in November 2008 and resulted in the comprehensive report that
is the basis for this summary. The full report can be accessed and downloaded from
MIWRC’s website at http://www.miwrc.org



In 2007, a long time resident of
the Supportive Housing Program
at the Minnesota Indian Women’s
Resource Center (MIWRC) came
into a staff member’s office, saying
she was looking for a job but no one
would give her a break. The resident
was having trouble completing her
GED due to dyslexia, and had very
little useful work experience. She
told the staff member that the only
way she knew how to make money
was to prostitute herself, and she
did not want to go back to that.
Her story, which she was disclosing for the first time, was alarming.
She had been pimped out by her
mother at the age of 12 to support
the mother’s crack habit. By the
time she was 14 she had begun to
pimp out other young girls to feed
her own drug addiction. At the point
in time when she walked into the
staff member’s office, she had done
hard time in prison, given birth to six
children, and lost custody of them
all. The MIWRC staff member realized that under current Minnesota
law, this resident was a victim of a
federal crime, the prostitution of a
juvenile under the Trafficking Victims
Protection Act (TVPA).
Rather than being recognized or
protected as a trafficking victim,
she was criminalized. Today, even
though she has been repeatedly
beaten and sexually assaulted by
pimps and johns, she is ineligible
for most federally-funded services
and supports for victims of physical and sexual violence because of
her prostitution arrests. And all she
wants to know is, who will ever give
her a chance?

Definitions and Terms
Sources of information
used this report include:
Two regional round table discussions (Minneapolis and Duluth) with a total of 30
advocates from programs that provide outreach and crisis services to American Indian
women and girls (housing and other basic
needs, domestic violence and sexual assault, chemical dependency)
a Data collected during intake interviews
with 95 clients entering MIWRC programs,
over a 6-month period
a 2007 Minnesota Student Survey data
tables provided by the Minnesota Department of Health and the Minnesota Department of Education
a Secondary analysis of non-reservation
American Indian data from the 2006 Wilder
Research study of homelessness in Minnesota
a Publications and reports developed by
or for governmental agencies, advocacy
groups, and foundations in the U.S. and
Canada
a Articles from human services, social
services, law enforcement, and social science journals in the U.S. and Canada
a Interviews and meetings with law enforcement and corrections personnel
Limitations of the report
The time frame for this project was quite
short, which limited the sources of information that could be accessed. We did not
use a systematic approach in identifying all
sources of relevant data or apply a rigorous
framework to evaluating the cited sources.
The data collected by MIWRC involved a
small sample in limited geographic areas.
Therefore, what we report here should
be considered an exploratory, preliminary
study.

We recognize that men and boys are also victims of sexual exploitation, and our
focus on women and girls is not intended to deny the experiences of male victims.
Our intent is to examine the impacts that are gender-specific to females, so these
definitions all refer to women and girls.

American Indian, Aboriginal, Native
We use the terms American Indian or Native when referring to indigenous people
in the U.S., and Aboriginal or Native when referring to indigenous people in Canada.

Adolescents, girls, young adults, and youth
The terms “girls” and “adolescents” are used to describe females ages 12 to 18.
The term “youth” includes young women and young men ages 12 to 24.

Commercial sexual exploitation
Commercial sexual exploitation is defined as the exploitation of a woman’s or
girl’s sexuality for financial or other non-monetary gains, in manner that involves
significant benefits to the exploiter and violates the exploited person’s human right
to dignity, equality, autonomy, and physical and mental well-being.4

Sex trade
The sex trade is the “business” of commercial sexual exploitation—transactions
in which sexually-oriented activity is exchanged for food, shelter, drugs, transportation, approval, money, or safety. Similar to the slave trade, the vast majority
of women and girls in the sex trade are exploited in exchange for survival needs
and/or the benefit of a more powerful person.6 The sex trade includes:
a Street prostitution
a Escort agencies
a Massage parlors
a Brothels, “trick pads” and “sex party houses”
a Bars and clubs that sell “lap dances” and “private dances”
a Businesses that organize and sell “private parties” with strippers and nude
dancers
a Strip clubs
a Pornography and live “sex shows”
a Phone and Internet sex

Prostitution
Prostitution is defined as the act of engaging in sexual intercourse or performing
other sexual acts in exchange for money or other considerations, including food,
shelter, transportation and other basic needs. We use the terms “in prostitution”
or “involved in prostitution,” and “prostituted” rather than “prostitute” because
we find it unreasonable to assign a label to an exploited person that does not acknowledge the fact that she is being exploited. We choose not to use the term “sex
worker” because it implies that prostitution is a career choice rather than a form of
sexual violence.



We do not refer to battered women as ‘battering workers’. And just as we would not turn a woman
into the harm done to her (we don’t refer to a woman who has been battered as a ‘batteree) we
should not call a woman who has been prostituted a “prostitute.” – Melissa Farley 5

Sex trafficking
International, federal, and Minnesota laws all reflect the idea that trafficking involves the recruiting, harboring, receipt or transportation of persons in order to exploit them. The federal trafficking law requires that
three elements be present for a crime to be considered trafficking (process, means, and end). In Minnesota,
the victim is not required to establish “means” to prove that she did not consent. Rather, courts determine
responsibility based on the conduct of the trafficker.7

* Adapted from the Freedom Network Institute on Human Trafficking.

The Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000 (federal law) defines sex trafficking as:
The recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for the purpose of
a commercial sex act in which the commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud, or coercion, or in
which the person induced to perform such act is under 18 years of age. 8
Minnesota law characterizes sex trafficking as a type of promotion of prostitution. In their 2008 sex trafficking needs assessment report to the State of Minnesota, The Advocates for Human Rights described the
differences in sex trafficking definitions in Minnesota state law and federal law:
“… federal law requires that traffickers use the means of ‘force, fraud or coercion’ to recruit or
maintain an adult in sex trafficking while Minnesota does not. Minnesota law recognizes that a person can never consent to being sexually exploited and considers individuals who have been prostituted by others as trafficking victims. Federal law requires an assessment of the level of ‘consent’ of
the prostituted person in determining whether the crime of trafficking has occurred.” 9
In the research literature described later in this summary, the average age of sex trade entry for women and
girls in prostitution is age 12-14, which suggests that the majority of adult prostituted women were initially
victims of juvenile sex trafficking under both federal and Minnesota law. We consider sex trafficking and
pimping to be overlapping issues, since women’s experiences in prostitution and sex trafficking are quite
similar in regard to violence, control, exploitation, and the level of victimization.10 Therefore, in this summary and the report that is its basis, we use the State of Minnesota’s definition for sex trafficking, with the
understanding that women and girls involved in “survival sex” experience deliberate exploitation of their
vulnerability, with a clear sexual benefit to the exploiter:
…receiving, recruiting, enticing, harboring, providing, or obtaining by any means an individual to
aid in the prostitution of an individual. 11



Some states do not allow juveniles to be considered the victims of statutory sex crimes after the age of 15.12 In Minnesota, the age of
consent is 16, though criminal charges may
not result in a conviction if the perpetrator is
only a few years older than the victim. For
instance, if the victim is 13, 14, or 15, coercion must be proven to convict the perpetrator of first-degree criminal sexual conduct
if he is less than 48 months older than the
victim.13 The Office of Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention described the dilemma confronting police officers at the point of
contact with juveniles involved in prostitution:
On the one hand, they are offenders
involved in illegal and delinquent behavior. On the other, they are children
who are being victimized by unscrupulous adults.14

The Advocates for Human Rights report that
on May 21, 2009, the Minnesota Legislature
unanimously passed and the governor signed
a bill amending Minnesota’s sex trafficking
law, which will enable law enforcement and
prosecutors to better hold the perpetrators
accountable. Specifically, the amendments:
Provide law enforcement and prosecutors
with the ability to arrest and charge sex traffickers with higher penalties where an offender repeatedly traffics individuals into prostitution, where bodily harm is inflicted, where an
individual is held more than 180 days, or
where more than one victim is involved;
a Increase the fines for those who sell human beings for sex;
a Criminalize the actions of those individuals who receive profit from sex trafficking;
a Categorize sex trafficking with other
“crimes of violence” to ensure that those who
sell others for sex are prohibited from possessing firearms; and
a Add sex trafficking victims to those victims
of “violent crime” who are protected from employer retaliation if they participate in criminal
proceedings against their traffickers.15

Victim of commercial sexual exploitation
The definition for “victim” is perhaps the most contested and least resolved issue
related to sex trafficking and other forms of commercial sexual exploitation. If
the federal definition for sex trafficking is used, a victim must prove she did not
consent. This requirement has led to controversy over whether a woman or child
can ever give informed consent to be purchased and used for another person’s
benefit or gratification without regard for her own safety or well-being. Minnesota law defines a sex trafficking victim as anyone subjected to the practices
defined as sex trafficking.16 Though the conduct of the trafficker is supposed to
be the basis used by Minnesota courts to determine whether a person has been
trafficked for sexual purposes, to date no one has ever been prosecuted for sex
trafficking under the Minnesota law, so there is no “test case” for establishing
victimization.
With the understanding that women and girls involved in “survival sex” experience deliberate sexual exploitation of their vulnerability with a clear benefit
to the exploiter, the definition we use in this report for a victim of commercial
sexual exploitation (which includes trafficking victims) is:
Any woman or girl who has been sexually exploited for the benefit of her exploiter, whether the exploiter receives some financial benefit or gains other
things of value, including goods, power, or status. If the victim is under 18, she
is automatically considered a sex trafficking victim.

Survival sex
We use the term “survival sex” to describe the exchange of sex for money and
other considerations such as food, shelter, transportation, or safety by women
and girls who often do not think of themselves as involved in prostitution and
view this exchange as “what I have to do to survive.”

Runaway and thrown-away
A runaway is defined as a girl who leaves home or a place of legal residence
without the permission of parent(s) or legal guardian(s) for at least 24 hours. If a
girl has been told to leave or was locked out of her home and told not to return,
if she is a runaway who was not actively sought by her parent after leaving, or
if her parent(s) or guardian(s) failed to provide food or basic needs and she left
home to meet those needs, we consider her to be thrown-away.

Pimp or trafficker
We use both terms to describe a person who 1) promotes and/or profits from the
sale and/or abuse of another person’s body or sexuality for sexual purposes, or
2) who promotes and/or profits from the production and/or sale of sexual images
made of that person.

John
Because it is the most recognized term for a purchaser for sexual services, we
use the term john to describe an adult male who provides some type of compensation to engage in a sexual encounter with a woman or girl. It is important to
remember that if the girl is under the age of 18, this person is a sex offender.



The Context
Understanding the context of Native women’s experience in the history of this
nation is critical for understanding Native women’s and girls’ unique vulnerability to commercial sexual exploitation. Four fundamental beliefs have been found
to be essential for a coherent and resilient sense of self, which protects a person
against sexual exploitation and/or helps a victim of such exploitation to heal:
a The world is a good and rewarding place
a The world is predictable, meaningful, and fair
a I am a worthy person
a People are trustworthy.21
The traumatic experiences of American Indian people during the colonial era and
their constant exposure to new losses and new trauma each generation have had
a devastating effect on Native people, families, and communities, and on their
ability to sustain those four beliefs.
In the process of developing trade and military relationships with American Indian villages, early British colonists viewed the sexual and marital norms of Native
communities through their own ethnocentric lens. As a result, they interpreted
Native women’s sexual and reproductive freedom to be proof of their promiscuity and depravity, and Native men’s respectful acceptance of those freedoms as
proof that they were too weak to assert their rightful authority over their women
or their land. These attitudes justified colonists’ assaults on Native women and
Native land.
Following the establishment of the United States, the U.S. Supreme Court and
Congress redefined the status of American Indian people, declaring that they
were wards of the U.S. government and citizens of “dependent nations,” stripping them of their rights to their land, to self-governance, and to negotiating as
independent nations. As the new nation expanded westward, the U.S. government adopted formal extermination policies to clear Native-occupied land for
settlement.22 Native women were primary targets of these policies due to their
reproductive ability to assure the continuance of their people.23
A series of additional U.S. government policies further eliminated American Indians’ ability to be self-sufficient, to transmit their language and culture to new
generations, and to retain sovereignty over economic and political decisions that
affected them. These included:
a The relocation of Indian people to remote rural reservations by the U.S.
Army, where they were forced to depend on the U.S. government for all
of their basic needs.
a The 1887 Dawes Allotment Act that split reservations into 160-acre parcels, each allotted to an individual head of a family. This legislation allowed the U.S. government to sell all unallotted land. In 1891 alone, the
government sold over 17 million acres of Indian land.27



[Indian women are] of that tender Composition, as if they were
design’d rather for the Bed than
Bondage…[the] multiplicity of
Gallants [was] never a Stain to a
Female’s Reputation …[the] more
Whorish, the more Honorable.
[John Lawson, Surveyor for the
Carolina Colony]17
[The men] are courteous and polite
to the women, gentle, tender, and
fondling even to an appearance of
effeminacy. [King’s Botanist John
Bartram, describing Indians in the
colonial Southeast]18
I heard one man say that he had
cut out a [Native] woman’s private
parts and had them for exhibition
on a stick…I also heard of numerous instances in which men had cut
out the private parts of females and
stretched them over the saddle-bows
and wore them over their hats while
riding in the ranks. [U.S. Army
Lieutenant James Connor describing Colonel Chivington’s attack on
Black Kettle’s Cheyenne camp at
Sand Creek, November 28, 1864]19
The camp had been fired and the
dead bodies of some twenty-two
women and children were lying
scattered over the ground; those
who had been wounded in the first
instance, had their brains beaten out
with stones. Two of the best-looking
of the squaws were lying in such a
position, and from the appearance
of the genital organs and of their
wounds, there can be no doubt that
they were first ravished and then
shot dead. Nearly all the dead were
mutilated. [U.S. Calvary Lieutenant
Royal E. Whitman, commanding
officer at Camp Grant, describing
Tucson citizens’ massacre of peaceful Indians at the camp, September
1871]20

[In the mission schools] these
children were being indoctrinated
into the rituals and beliefs of the
Catholic Church. It was not out
of the question for the abusers to
warn the children that if they spoke
about what happened to them that
they would be committing a mortal sin and they would burn in
hell…the children were required
to go to confession at least once
per week. Can you imagine their
fear when they looked through the
confessional screen and saw the
face of the priest that had been
abusing them? What were they to
think? Don’t you know that they
were already suffering from the
guilt pushed upon them by their
abusers? When they saw the priest
behind the confessional screen
they knew that they had no one
and nowhere they could turn for
help. They buried what happened
to them deep inside. [Tim Giago]24
The haunting memories of forced
relocation and broken promises on
the part of the federal government
have affected the overall well being of the American Indian community. This has resulted in high
rates of severe mental and physical health disparities. [National
Council of Urban Indian Health]25
The sterilization of Indian women
affected their families and friends;
many marriages ended in divorce,
and numerous friendships became
estranged or dissolved completely.
The women had to deal with higher rates of marital problems, alcoholism, drug abuse, psychological
difficulties, shame, and guilt. Sterilization abuse affected the entire
Indian community. [Lawrence,
2000]26

a The removal of Native children from their homes, often forcibly, to attend
government-funded residential boarding schools where they were severely
punished for speaking their Native language, pressured to adopt the “superior” values and behaviors of the dominant Christian society, and subjected
to physical and sexual abuse by school teachers and administrators.28
a The Indian Relocation Program initiated in 1952, which promised financial
support and good jobs to reservation Indians if they moved to major cities.
By 1980, 75,000 had relocated, and when the promised assistance did not
materialize, the result was high rates of severe mental and physical health
disparities, unemployment, poverty, and alcohol abuse.29
a Public Law 280, which authorized some states to unilaterally assume jurisdiction over criminal and civil matters on reservations. In Minnesota, only
two tribes retained federal jurisdiction for criminal matters.30
a A 1953 Congressional resolution to end federal relations with tribes as
quickly as possible, resulting in the termination of 109 tribes by the early
1960s.31
a Partnerships with mainstream organizations to systematically remove Native children from their homes for adoption into white families, including
the Indian Adoption Project and the Adoption Resource Exchange of North
America (ARENA). By 1969, 25-35% of all Native children had been separated from their families, and between 1941 and 1978, 68% of all Native
children had been removed from their homes and placed in orphanages or
white foster homes, or adopted into white families.32
a The sterilization of American Indian women and girls as young as 15 in
an effort to control Native populations. By 1975, an estimated 25,000
American Indian women and girls had been given hysterectomies by Indian
Health Services physicians without their consent, and sometimes without
their knowledge during appendectomies and other surgeries.33
The traumatic experiences of American Indian people during the colonial era and
their constant exposure to new losses and government-sponsored new trauma each
generation significantly reduced the ability of Native people, families, and communities to develop and sustain the four beliefs found to be essential for a coherent and
resilient sense of self. The absence of time and safety to grieve losses and heal from
trauma resulted in generational trauma, the passing of trauma responses to the next
generation.34 Research has found that when a dominant society refuses to recognize
a people’s grief and losses as legitimate, the result of this disenfranchised grief is
sadness, anger, and shame, feeling helpless and powerless, struggles with feelings
of inferiority, and difficulty with self-identity.35 Together, generational trauma and
disenfranchised grief have had a profound impact on Native communities’ ability to
protect their women and girls or respond in positive ways to those that are victims
of sexual exploitation.
Today, Native women continue to have the highest rates of physical and sexual
victimization in the nation. Over one-third of Native women will be raped during
their lifetimes, compared to less than one in five women in the general population.36
Native women in the U.S. are more than 2.5 times more likely to be raped or sexually assaulted than women in the general population.37 Native women are also more
frequently injured during a sexual assault. Half of the Native women who reported



having been raped in the National Crime Victim Survey also reported sustaining physical injuries during the
rape, compared to 30 percent of U.S. women in the general population.38

Lifetime rates of women’s physical and sexual victimization, by race

*Note: Comparisons with other racial/ethnic groups are given when multiple groups were included in the study. Otherwise, the entire
sample for the study was American Indian.

Though not specific to American Indian women or girls, research with prostituted women and girls in the U.S.
has found even higher rates of physical and sexual violence:
a At least 84% had been victims of aggravated assault
a 49% had been kidnapped
a 53% had been victims of sexual torture, including being burned, gagged, hung, and being bound while
body parts were mutilated by pinching, clamping, and stapling.46
Canadian studies of prostituted girls and women, many of whom were Native, reported that most had experienced extreme violent victimization:
a 75% had sustained severe physical injuries from pimps and johns that included stabbings, beatings,
broken bones (jaws, ribs, collar bones, fingers), and spinal injuries.47
a Half had suffered concussions and fractured skulls when pimps and/or johns assaulted them with baseball bats and crowbars, or slammed their heads against walls or car dashboards.48
a 68% were recently raped and 72% had been kidnapped.49
a 90% had been physically assaulted in prostitution, 82% of whom described johns as their assailants.50
a 83-88% describe verbal assaults as an intrinsic and extremely damaging part of prostitution. Johns
called them names during sex intended to humiliate, eroticize, or justify the john’s treatment of the
women, often using racial slurs.
a In addition to violence at the hands of johns, the vast majority reported extreme physical and sexual
violence by pimps, boyfriends, and husbands.53,54,55,56,57
a The 1985 death rate for prostituted women was 40 times higher than that of the general population.
Over 500 Native women have been reported missing over the past 30 years.58,59
For Native women, “colonial trauma response” resulting from violent victimization adds another layer of
psychological impact to generational trauma and disenfranchised grief. Research has found that whenever
a Native woman experiences racism, abuse, and/or injustice, it connects her to a collective, historical sense
of injustice and trauma. Just as people with post-traumatic stress disorder are “triggered” to relive traumatic
events they have experienced, Native women are “triggered” to connect their own traumatic experiences to
those experienced by their female ancestors, in a very immediate and emotional way.60 In particular, sexual assault, prostitution, and sex trafficking are experienced as a continuation of the colonization process, in which



All you have to do is drive down
First Street and ask somebody. It is
so frickin’ visible. I can’t even believe
it…Where we’re located right on the
corner of First Ave East and First
Street down here. [Second speaker]
In Duluth. [First speaker] It’s prime
area for street prostitution and there’s
[three strip bars] there. So now, right
around the corner from North Shore is
another strip place, and so there’s a
lot that happens right there. The liquor
store is right there too. So, especially
in the summer…it’s not invisible by any
means, way, shape or form. If you even
sit on a corner for a day you’ll know
who they are. Because people are coming, they’re just getting into cars…I’ve
overheard people negotiating prices,
so it’s really visible. [Advocates]
I work in the housing program portion
of a women’s shelter. I see the [Native]
women and we accept the women escaping from prostitution. I did my data
collection for a report and I couldn’t
believe how many people that we
had…it was pretty close to 30 women,
escaped from prostitution in a few
short months. [Advocate]
The [Native] women are inside the
bars and prostitution is happening in
the bars, which makes it harder for
the police to catch because it’s not an
outside thing. I see more of that coming down here…it’s not just the pimps,
it’s the establishments that are making
money off that girl being in the bar,
bringing those patrons in because they
know she’s there on Wednesdays. And
the young girls that want to drink, they
get a fake ID. That’s the prime way to
get them in and recruit them. [Advocate]

Native women’s sacred selves are exploited for the gratification of a person who
claims the right to do so while ignoring or invalidating the impact on the woman
herself.

Prevalence
Involvement in Prostitution
Advocates attending the two regional round tables reported that Native women’s
and girls’ involvement in the sex trade is widespread. Advocates in the Duluth
area reported that Native women and girls are highly visible in street prostitution
and strip bars, especially when ships are in port and during times of the year when
tourism is highest, such as hunting season and summer months. In Minneapolis,
advocates reported that the most visible involvement of Native women in prostitution occurs in bars, especially strip bars. Their comments also suggest a large
number of prostituted Native women seeking to enter women’s shelters to escape
prostitution.
The data collected from 95 Native women and girls entering MIWRC programs
also suggest that the trafficking of Native girls and women into prostitution is a
significant problem in Minnesota. Overall, 40 percent of new clients (37 Native
women and girls over a 6-month period) reported involvement in some type of
commercial sexual exploitation and 27 percent reported experiences consistent
with the definition of a sex trafficking victim under current Minnesota law.
Very few research reports or publications have addressed the number of Native
women and girls involved in prostitution in Minnesota. Prostitution arrests are
often used to estimate the amount of prostitution-related activity in a given area.
In a study based on analysis of Hennepin County Corrections data, researchers
reported 70 women on probation for prostitution-related offenses in Hennepin
County, 24 percent of which were American Indian.61
Over the six months that MIWRC screened incoming clients for sex trafficking,
whenever one reported trading sex for shelter, food, drugs, money, or something
else of value, MIWRC staff asked whether she had ever been arrested for a prostitution-related offense. Overall, 46 percent of those reporting survival sex or prostitution also reported at least one prostitution arrest, and 16 percent had three or
more arrests. Of the 25 Native women and girls who met the state definition of
a trafficking victim at the time they entered prostitution, 72 percent had been arrested for prostitution one or more times.
Data provided to MIWRC by Hennepin County Corrections show a total of 313
arrests for prostitution-related offenses in 2008. Twelve (4%) were American Indian women arrested for prostitution or loitering with intent to commit prostitution,
almost twice their representation (2.2%) in the county’s adult female population.
Minneapolis Police Department data show a significant decline in the number of
Native women arrested for prostitution-related offenses from 2004 to 2008, but a
Minneapolis police officer reported that this reflects the low priority given to addressing prostitution when there has been no public outcry, rather than an actual
decline in Native women’s involvement in prostitution.62



We were unable to access any recent data showing the number of
Native girls apprehended for prostitution-related offenses. A Minneapolis police officer and a Hennepin County Corrections staff
member reported that by County policy, juveniles are no longer
arrested for prostitution, but may instead be arrested for a status
offense such as truancy or runaway.63,64,65 However, we were also
unable to access any city, county, or state law enforcement data
showing the number of truant or runaway American Indian juvenile females.
In 2007, the Minnesota Office of Justice Programs conducted an
online human trafficking survey with service providers, nurses, and
law enforcement statewide. Twelve respondents reported working
with a total of 345 American Indian female victims of sex trafficking over the previous three years.66 In response to OJP’s 2008 human trafficking survey, twelve service providers reported working
with a total of 79 American Indian sex trafficking victims in the
three-year period prior to the interview.67 The significant difference
in the 2007 and 2008 numbers, which overlap by two years, suggests that one or more of the 2007 providers did not participate in
the 2008 survey. These numbers were also estimates, since most
respondents did not use a systematic method to track the number
of Native victims.68,69
In the absence of data to establish prevalence, estimates by advocacy groups working with women and girls in prostitution are
often considered the most reliable. At Breaking Free, a non-profit
organization serving women and girls in prostitution, Executive
Director Vednita Carter has estimated that between 8,000 to 12,000
Minnesota women and children of all races are involved in prostitution on any given night, statewide.70,71 PRIDE (from Prostitution
to Independence, Dignity and Equality), a program of the Family
and Children Service of Minneapolis, estimates that there are at
least 1,000 juveniles currently in prostitution in Minnesota.72 Neither of these advocacy organizations provided estimates for different racial groups.
In contrast to the absence of published reports on Native women’s
and girls’ involvement in the sex trade in the U.S., there have been
a fair number of Canadian studies on Aboriginal women’s and girls’
involvement in prostitution and other forms of commercial sexual
exploitation. In all of the studies identified for inclusion in this report, the number of prostituted Native women and girls identified
through the research was hugely disproportionate to their representation in the population. A national study involving 22 communities across Canada found that Aboriginal children represented up
to 90 percent of children in the sex trade in some communities.77
More recently, Canadian youth crime expert Michael Chettleburgh
estimated that 90 percent of all urban Canadian teenagers in prostitution are Aboriginal.78 In five surveys of street-involved youth
across British Columbia between 2000 and 2006, the McCreary



Minneapolis arrests for prostitution-related
offenses, American Indian females 2004 - 2008*

*Data faxed to MIWRC by the Minneapolis Police Department on December 19, 2008.

Percent of incoming MIWRC clients reporting
involvement in prostitution and pornography at
intake* (n=95)

*Some reported multiple types of sexual exploitation, so
percentages may total more than 100%.

Percent of incoming MIWRC clients trafficked
into prostitution by another person* (n=95)

*Some reported being trafficked for multiple benefits, so
percentages may total more than 100%.

Native representation in Canadian studies of
women and girls in prostitution

Centre Society, a non-profit community-based youth health research and youth engagement organization, found:
a The proportion of female Aboriginal street youth increased
from 38% in the 2000 survey to 56% in the 2006 survey.
a Across all five surveys, 34-57% of the street youth reporting involvement in prostitution were Aboriginal.
a Of the street youth that were Native females, the various
surveys found that 24-56% had been prostituted.79

Involvement in the Internet Sex Trade
A lot of the [youth] drop-in centers now have computers…In St. Paul, they actually cleaned out their computers not too long ago, and they found quite a few of their
youth that were uploading pictures off their phones onto
the computers to post them onto Craigslist. [Advocate]
My Space too. That’s what I see with a lot of young girls,
and starting to get victimized by men getting them to
show their body or their body parts. [Second speaker]
Sexting. That sex texting stuff too, sending nude photos
to people through their phones. [Advocate]

Several of the advocates attending the regional round tables described younger Native girls’ use of technology and experiences
with being caught up in the internet-based sex trade. The advocates identified Craigslist as a site commonly used to prostitute
Native girls and women, and noted pimps’ use of the internet to
recruit Native teen girls from the Twin Cities for the stripping and
prostitution circuit in the northern part of the state during hunting
and tourist seasons. A Minneapolis police officer with extensive
experience working with prostitution crime confirmed that in the
Twin Cities, Craigslist is a primary venue for the commercial sexual exploitation of Native women and underage girls.80 Canadian
research has also found Native women and girls involved in online
pornography. In Vancouver, British Columbia, almost two-thirds
(64%) of the prostituted women interviewed for a study (over half
of whom were Aboriginal) reported having had pornography made
of them.81
In 1999, the Hofstede Committee Report on juvenile prostitution in
Minnesota called attention to the ease with which johns could use
the Internet to download naked images of underage girls, converse
with their pimps, make appointments, and still retain anonymity.
The Committee noted that law enforcement was challenged in two
ways: determining the girls’ ages, and distinguishing between legal escorts and prostituting women.82 A recent study of prostituted
women and girls in Chicago found that almost ten percent were in
contact with johns through the Internet, specifically Craigslist. In
addition to the online sex trade options described 10 years earlier
by the Hofstede Committee, johns were also able to access live,
interactive strip shows and sex shows via web-cam, still relatively
invisible to law enforcement.83

Patterns in Entering the Sex Trade
Age of Entry
Ten years ago, the Hofstede Report on juvenile sex trafficking reported that 14 was the average age at which girls entered prostitution in Minnesota.84 In the past few years, Vednita Carter, Executive Director of Breaking Free, has described the average age of
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entry into prostitution as 13, but she recently announced that her organization is
seeing a larger number of younger girls.85 At the round tables hosted by MIWRC
in Duluth and Minneapolis, advocates reported that the Native women and girls
they work with have entered prostitution and other types of commercial sexual
exploitation at various ages related to specific life circumstances. Most agreed
that Native girls in prostitution enter the sex trade around the age of 13, but some
noted that women in their late 20s and early 30s enter the sex trade to support their
children when their 5-year eligibility for public assistance has ended and they are
unable to find jobs.

Age when MIWRC clients entered
prostitution/ pornography (n=33)*

Of the 37 Native women and girls reporting commercial sexual exploitation during intake at the Minnesota Indian Women’s Resource Center, almost half (42%)
were 15 or younger when they first entered the sex trade, and over 20 percent
were 12 or younger. One 14-year-old had been trafficked into pornography at the
age of 11, reporting that she had been photographed or filmed for pornography
10 times in the previous six months. Almost one-fourth (24%) of the incoming
clients reporting involvement in prostitution had entered at age 27 or older, which
supports the advocates’ emphasis on Native mothers’ vulnerability when their
public assistance eligibility has ended.

*Age was not documented for four clients
that reported involvement in prostitution

In Seattle, an area similar to Minneapolis in its population of low-income
American Indians, findings from studies of women and girls in prostitution
found similar early ages of entry.
a In one study with women and girls in street prostitution, escort services,
strip clubs, phone sex, and massage parlors, 100% had entered the sex
trade between the ages of 12 and 14.86
a A study published in June 2008 found that girls entered prostitution
around the age of 12 or 13.87
No research was identified that estimated the age of entry for prostituted American
Indian girls or women in the U.S. However, several Canadian studies reported the
average age of Aboriginal girls entering the sex trade as 14, noting that some
start as early as the age of nine.88,89,90,91,92 The most recent Canadian research we
identified suggests that Aboriginal girls are entering prostitution at younger ages
than in years past. Citizen groups conducting safety patrols in Winnipeg have
reported children as young as eight years old being approached on the street or in
back lanes by men in vehicles, presumably for the purpose of sexual exploitation.93
A 2002 study by the Urban Native Youth Association in Vancouver also found
commercial sexual exploitation of children as young as nine, with 11-13 being the
average age of entering prostitution.94

Modes of Entry				
Stripping, Exotic Dancing, and Escort
The advocates attending the two regional round tables described bars and strip
clubs as prime recruiting grounds for pimps, asserting that bar and club owners
are often complicit. In both Duluth and Minneapolis, advocates mentioned a “circuit” moving Native girls recruited as “dancers” to various strip clubs throughout
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Everybody I’ve come across has been
young [at the time they entered prostitution]. Like, 12, 13, 14 sometimes 15. I
met one woman who was maybe 19, she
was really the exception. There’s definitely that 12-15 range. They seem like
babies! [Second speaker] I think the other age group are those [ages] 20 to 30
with young kids and their 5-year MFIP
has run out. [Advocates]
Several of [our prostituted clients] have
talked about when they started, and the
youngest so far was 12. [Advocate]
They’re letting underage girls into stripping. They [pimps] helping them get
their fake IDs and stuff. There are 16,
15-year-olds stripping in town here.
[Advocate]

Some pimp, male or female, has put
this all together and provided everything, and just told her ‘All you
have to do is dance.’ When you talk
about entering prostitution, dancing doesn’t seem as harsh to the
individual as actually street-walking. You don’t look at it as if you’re
doing anything wrong, because
you go to clubs and nowadays the
dancers in clubs are more seductive than some of the stuff the girls
do on the stage. [Advocate]
You can walk into any strip club
and you know, the people who work
there are recruiters, so it seems so
much less dangerous. I don’t think
other people think of it as sexual
exploitation… [Second speaker]
There’s a couple of pimps up at [a
local club] right now who’ve got
a couple of girls…I know a few
people who started off cocktail
waitressing at a strip club and then
it becomes normalized and then
they’re stripping. I had a friend
who was cocktail waitressing and
then she got a $4,000 tip from a
football player, and then after that
she was stripping. [Advocates]
[One of the girls in my family],
she asked her father ‘What do you
think about stripping?’ because her
friends are doing it and it’s just becoming more and more common.
[Advocate]
One woman [dancing in a rural
Midwest strip club] had her pimp
along…and she had to meet the
quota. So she had to do whatever
it takes to get that money. The men
shoved bullets up her, beer bottles,
shoved dollar bills up her. [Heidi
Somerset, a survivor of prostitution
and stripping, when giving a talk in
Moorhead, Minnesota]95

the state and sometimes to other states. A study involving interviews with dancers
in rural Midwest strip clubs found that in addition to working as strippers, many reported being required to accept degrading treatment by customers, provide the club
manager with sex during the “job interview,” and allow the manager to prostitute
them to customers.96
At the round tables, advocates in Minneapolis and Duluth reported that once Native
girls begin dancing in strip clubs, they are quickly taken over by a pimp who moves
them from place to place, prostituting them out of the bars and clubs in the circuit.
Findings from the 2007 and 2008 surveys of advocates and law enforcement personnel conducted by the Minnesota Office of Justice Programs support the round table
advocates’ reports. In both OJP surveys, respondents reported that traffickers were
moving Native female victims from reservations to the Twin City metro and other
cities, from one city to another, and from Minnesota to another state.97,98
Regardless of what part of the sex trade girls enter, research has found that they are
frequently involved in more than one type of commercial sexual exploitation, and
pimps are usually involved in recruiting or “managing” them. A study in Chicago
found that 28 percent of prostituted girls started as escorts when first recruited, and
at the time of the interview 41 percent were working for an escort service. Almost 93
percent of those that entered the sex trade via an escort service had a pimp at recruitment. In addition to involvement in prostitution via escort businesses, 43 percent were
also trading sex at private parties and 68 percent were also trading sex at a hotel.99
Canadian research has found similar patterns. Aboriginal girls are often recruited as
dancers in their early teens and then moved across Canadian provinces for “dance
shows,” where they quickly enter prostitution. Eventually losing ties with their communities, they become even more vulnerable as they age, and are often moved by
pimps into more dangerous areas of the sex trade.100 Similar to the U.S. studies, most
are involved in multiple areas of the sex trade. A study in Victoria, BC found Aboriginal and other women in prostitution involved in one or more other types of commercial sexual exploitation, including street prostitution, strip bars, and escort agencies.
Though they represented only two percent of the region’s population, 15 percent of
the women and girls in escort services were Aboriginal.101

Recruitment by Pimps and Gangs
At the round tables, advocates reported that a significant number of the prostituted
Native girls and women they see were recruited into the sex trade by pimps (male
and female), gang members (male and female), or Native girls or women managed by
pimps. Advocates in both Duluth and Minneapolis described the ways that pimps and
their recruiters target the most vulnerable American Indian girls and women:
a Recruiting young Native girls at parties in houses that are deliberately set up
for recruitment purposes—on reservations, in Duluth, and in the Twin Cities
a Inviting young Native girls on reservations or in Duluth to go on a road trip
or to a party, taking them further and further from home until they have lost
all contact with people that might help them escape
a Posing as “boyfriends” interested in a long-term commitment, then convincing the girls to begin stripping or prostituting to “help out”
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a Promising girls “quick money” and a glamorous career as a dancer, then
using force or persuasion to convince them to begin prostituting
a Approaching girls ages 12-14 on the street in poor neighborhoods to
offer money for nude photos, work as “exotic dancers,” or other sex-related activities
a Coercing Native women and girls under their control to enter shelters
and drop-in centers for homeless youth, to recruit Native women and
girls in desperate need of shelter and safety
Similar to what advocates reported at the round tables, a study with adolescent
girls in corrections placement for prostitution in the Midwest found that they
had been approached by pimps and recruiters in many locations: while walking,
hanging out with friends on the street or at corner stores, at friends’ homes, and
even outside the juvenile justice center while waiting to meet with a probation
officer.103
A 2005 study of prostituted adolescent girls in Atlanta identified a two-stage
strategy used by pimps to prepare a girl for prostitution, much like the process
described by the advocates attending the round tables. Initially, the pimp makes
the girl feel attractive and valued, develops a sexual relationship with her, spends
money on her, introduces her to drugs, and constantly assures her that she is
“special.” By the end of this first phase, the girl has formed a deep attachment
to her “protector.” In the second phase, the pimp moves her around to eliminate
her relationships with family and others, then breaks her will and self-esteem
through physical and verbal abuse. At this point, the girl has no option to refuse
when the pimp pressures her to begin prostituting. The study found that women
played multiple roles in this process: pimps, recruiters, groomers, watchers (who
make sure girls get to and from their assigned locations), and wife-in-laws (other
women trafficked by the same pimp living together and managed by either the
pimp or the woman closest to him).104
Similar to the advocates’ descriptions at the round tables and studies in the U.S.,
Canadian research has found that pimps coerce Native women and girls under
their control to approach friends and peers with tales of a better, more glamorous
lifestyle in the sex trade. Also similar to the accounts of the Minnesota advocates,
Canadian studies have found that pimps recruit Aboriginal girls by inviting them
to parties at “trick pads,” providing them with drugs, and then trafficking them
for prostitution.112,113 A 2004 Canadian report indicated that drug dealers and
gang members have taken over most pimp-controlled prostitution, some using
the same grooming process that is seen in finesse pimping, and in 2005, Canadian school administrators reported that pimps and their recruiters have begun
targeting adolescent Native girls on school grounds.114,115
Advocates attending the round tables in Duluth and Minneapolis reported that in
most cases, a Native girl or woman controlled by a pimp described that person
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Finesse pimping:
Grooming a vulnerable girl for prostitution to
the point that her emotional dependency on
the pimp and her drug habit make it impossible for her to refuse a pimp’s request that
she enter the sex trade. Typical steps in the
“grooming” process are:
a Encouraging the girl to move in with the
pimp/trafficker (male or female)
a Taking care of her basic needs
a Purchasing small gifts
a Providing free drugs
a Generally treating her with great kindness
a Once she feels obligated to repay the pimp,
presenting her with “opportunities” for a lucrative “modeling” career working for an escort
service
a When she agrees, moving her quickly into
prostitution as a source of income for the
pimp.102
They’re just these really beautiful girls
and those men will sit there and stroke
that. Like, ‘You’re so beautiful,’ and
then just start to turn them into objects.
Talking about their body like ‘Oh, this
is so nice about your body, or your
body is so much better,’ and the pimp
starts to separate them from the other
girls…It is so intentional. [Advocate]
The older guys will look for the younger girls at parties…And then what happens is they’ll start, like, dating or seeing the pimp…so they engage that way
and then [the pimp will] take ‘em, like
‘Let’s go down to the cities for a trip,’
and then they’ll be brought down to the
cities. And then it’ll be ‘Let’s go down
to Morton,’ and they’ll get further and
further away, until they end up in Illinois or Iowa and then they’re stuck.
[Advocate]
They [pimps] are working them right
out of the shelter…there are women that
will pose [as battered women] to get in
the shelter and bring women out…And
that homeless youth drop-in center, that
is a target place and it has been a target place ever since it’s been open, and
it continues. And advocates are always
trying to figure out, you know, you want
kids coming in for services, how you
keep them safe. [Advocate]

With runaways, it’s a place to sleep.
[Second speaker] Yeah, so they’re
already doing survival sex kind of
stuff. But it’s like, ‘Don’t worry,
you won’t need to go out on the
street anymore. You won’t need to
do this. You can just stay here.’ And
then pretty soon it’s like, ‘You know,
you have to start contributing. I’m
not going to financially cover you.
So, here, I can get you set up doing
this. You’re so hot, you’re so good
looking, you should go strip.’ [Advocate]

Guerilla pimping:
a Using threat, physical violence, and
intimidation against a girl or woman to coerce her into prostitution and to prevent
her from trying to escape
a Using threat of harm to someone a
girl cares about (usually her mother or
siblings) to coerce her into prostitution
and to prevent any efforts to escape105
A couple of girls had talked her
into it. Kind of bribed her…like the
description of ‘Look at this, look
at what I have, you should come
up here it could be yours too.’ And
then…when she got up here, she
realized she didn't want to do this
and she thought she could walk
away, but she couldn't. Those girls
actually beat the crap out of her, so
she ended up in the hospital. Somebody, not her, called the cops, but
she was a mess and they beat the
hell out of her. And the guy [pimp]
had never had anything to do with
it. [Second speaker] He didn't have
to…They're handling it. [Advocates]

as her boyfriend. The advocates described the types of pimps and recruiters they have
most frequently encountered in their work with prostituted Native girls and women:
a African-American men from Chicago (usually affiliated with Gangster Disciples) who appear in Duluth at various times of the year to take over and
organize prostitution in the area
a Latino and American Indian members of Latino gangs in Minneapolis, often
girls’ boyfriends
a Native Mob members who move back and forth between Duluth and Minneapolis
a Native girls and women in a “ring” managed by a gang-affiliated pimp
a Native girls and women who are gang members themselves and are trying to
raise their status in the gang by forcing other girls and women into prostitution as a source of revenue for the gang
a Landlords targeting Native women with children, forcing them or their children into prostitution by threatening the family with rent increases and/or
eviction
The data collected from incoming MIWRC clients over a 6-month period also reflect
guerilla recruitment (recruitment by force) by prostitution rings and gang members.
Whenever incoming MIWRC clients met the state definition of a trafficking victim,
MIWRC staff asked them to describe any factors that might put them at risk of re-involvement in commercial sexual exploitation. Eighty percent of the younger women
and adolescent girls reported that they were at risk of further commercial sexual exploitation due to fear of violence against themselves or others; one specifically said
she had been trafficked into prostitution by a gang.
Findings from the 2007 Minnesota Student Survey strongly suggest that American
Indian girls in Minnesota are more affected by gangs than girls in the general population. Girls identifying as “Indian only” in the Minnesota Student Survey also reported
concern about gang activity at their schools: 32 percent of 6th grade and 26 percent of
9th grade Native girls reported that illegal gang activity was a problem at their school,
compared to 16 percent of girls in the general population. Minnesota Student Survey
participant responses also showed that 28 to 33 percent of Native girls in the 6th grade
had been threatened at school in the previous 12 months, compared to 20 percent of
girls in the general population. It cannot be determined how frequently these threats
are part of guerilla recruitment, but they clearly indicate Native girls’ lack of safety
at school.
Gang research in the U.S. and Canada supports the advocates’ stories of Native girls
trafficked into prostitution by gangs. In 2001, an international study of the commercial
sexual exploitation of minors in the U.S., Canada, and Mexico found significant gang
involvement. The research team reported that girls affiliated with Native gangs were
expected to provide male gang members with sex on demand.108 A Minnesota study
of gang members conducted from 1995 to 1998 involved interviews with 100 current
and former gang members, 14 of whom were Native members of Latin Kings, Vice
Lords, Gangster Disciples, and Native Mob. Most of the Native girls participating in
the study reported that they provided male gang members with sex on demand and/or
were trafficked for drugs and money. Several Native male gang members interviewed
for the study reported their gangs’ use of guerilla pimping methods.109
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Recent U.S. studies suggest that Native gangs are growing rapidly,
and expanding into drug trafficking activities. In 2006, Minnesota
Public Radio reported that authorities estimated there were hundreds of young Native men on White Earth, Red Lake, and Leech
Lake reservations that consider themselves part of a gang.110 In
January 2009, the National Gang Intelligence Center announced
that several American Indian gangs, particularly Native Mob,
have expanded beyond Indian Country, on and off reservations.
Native Mob was described as one of the largest and most violent
Native American gangs operating in the United States, with most
of its activity centered in Minnesota, Michigan, Wisconsin, North
Dakota, and South Dakota. The report noted that Native Mob and
other urban and suburban gangs in Minnesota are expanding their
drug distribution activities, sometimes working in conjunction
with Mexican drug trafficking and criminal organizations.111
In 2007, the Native Women’s Association of Canada (NWAC)
reported that Native girls were currently being “banged-in” by
four different Native gangs, required to have sex with multiple
members of the gang in order to become a member.116A study in
Winnipeg also found significant involvement of Native women
and girls with gangs. Most “gang girls” were between the ages
of 14 and 24, though the fastest-growing segment was under the
age of 16. Female Native gang members frequently used guerilla
pimping methods to recruit girls for prostitution to increase their
own status in the gang, much like the stories told by the advocates
at round tables.117
As this report was being completed, a flurry of news articles described rapid expansion of Native gangs in Canada. Speakers at
a May 2009 conference hosted by the National Aboriginal Gang
Commission described Native gangsters’ growing involvement in
drug trafficking and prostitution, branching out to own strip clubs
and produce pornography. De Lano Gilkey, a gang expert from
the U.S., warned conference attendees that addressing younger
Native youth’s admiration of the gangster lifestyle is of critical
importance, saying “These wanna-bes are the gonna-bes.”118

The latest one that I had contact with, she’s twelve years
old. She’s a gang member now…She fought it, trying to
stay away from [the gang]. She kept coming to me for
about a month…Because of her friends, her family, the
sort of lifestyle, where she lived, it was all around her.
And her friends kept saying, ‘Oh, come on, come on.
Join. You’ve got to be part of us’…And then she came one
Sunday, and she pulled out her rag [gang bandana], and
said, ‘I’m a member. I was initiated over the weekend.’
She was ‘jumped in,’ beat up, and she had to do something. I’m afraid she’s going to have to do a lot more.
[Canadian advocate working with Aboriginal girls, cited
in Nimmo,2001]106
When you get a girlfriend, she gotta be gang raped. She’s
gotta go around and get boned by all of us guys. All of
us Kings…We meet girls and stuff at pow-wows and they
hang around with us and then they get the idea that we
wanna go out with them, but we really don’t. And then
they just bring it up. ‘Is it all right if we roll with you?
Make us a Queen or something?’ Then we’re like, ‘Yeah,
we’ll make you a Queen.’ Then we’ll take them back to
our house…Everybody on the rez has got their cellular
phones or their pagers. Then we’ll each get a page and
we’ll go call somebody and say, ‘Hey, there’s gonna be
an initiation’…You take them in your bedroom or on the
couch. In the back or down in the basement. Wherever.
Then whenever they’re done, they’ll come out. Then whoever is next, they’ll take. She stays in the bedroom. She
can’t come out and then whoever got done with her will
come back out and say ‘Hey, whoever’s next, go ahead.’
[Native male Latin King gang member, Minnesota study,
quoted in Harrington and Cavett, 2000] 107

Girls reporting “illegal gang activity is a problem at
my school”*

Recruitment by family and friends
The advocates at the round tables described a recent trend, Native girls in their early teens recruiting their friends for stripping
and/or prostitution by promoting the idea that the sex trade is a
glamorous way to make “quick money.” The intake data collected
by MIWRC over a 6-month period also showed that in over half
the cases of Native women and girls reporting that they had been
involved in prostitution, a friend was the primary recruiter, sometimes managed by a pimp.
One of the most disturbing findings of the round table discussions
was the frequency of reports that Native adults were involved in
trafficking their young female relatives. One of the Duluth advo-
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*2007 Minnesota Student Survey

It’s a family affair when they’re
younger and then at some point
there’s a shift where they can start
getting some of their own money in
their own hands. So they’re looking
at it look like, ‘If my mom moves me
around my mom gets my money. If I
work with someone who gives me a
cut, I get my money.’ [Advocate]
We just talked to a young girl that
walked into my office that was 14
years old, that was recruited when
she was 12 by another 14 year old
girl. Which is not as intimidating,
when your girlfriend comes over
and says, ‘Hey, come see what I’m
doing to make some money.’ [Advocate]
I see [viewing the sex trade as
glamorous] as a new trend for the
ones that I am working with. [Second speaker] They’re all into that
glamorized type of talk amongst
one another. [First speaker] And
I see more of the stuff that comes
through Duluth as being more
glamorized. And the girls recruiting other girls because then they
won’t have to do so much work and
that’s what they’re expected to do.
Then, the girls fight amongst each
other over this guy! [Advocates]

cates reported that of the three Native pimps she had encountered in her work with
prostituted Native women and girls, two were mothers trafficking their children. In
both Duluth and Minneapolis, advocates indicated that being trafficked by a family
member generally led to a girl seeking out a pimp so she could have access to her
own money.
The information collected from incoming MIWRC clients supports the advocates’ accounts. MIWRC staff report that new clients are frequently reluctant to admit family
involvement in prostitution at intake, but many disclose this information after getting
to know and trust program staff. Despite this reluctance, five (18%) of the 28 new clients that disclosed involvement in prostitution and also identified their recruiter said
that adult family members had prostituted them when they were children or young
adolescents.
Though we were unable to identify any research that focused specifically on Native
girls, some U.S. studies have found family involvement in prostituting their children
while others have not. In a large study of commercially sexually exploited youth in
the U.S., Canada, and Mexico, researchers found that molestation by family members
was a common type of child sexual exploitation, but there was no mention of trafficking by family members.119 In contrast, research in Atlanta and Chicago identified
significant involvement of families and friends in the sex trafficking of underage girls.
One Atlanta study found that while pimps’ use of female recruiters was becoming
increasingly common, these recruiters were frequently a girl’s peers or family members, male and female. In some cases, they were siblings only slightly older than the
girls being recruited.120 A Chicago study found that 19 percent of the prostituted women and girls in the sample had been recruited by a friend, and 10 percent had been
recruited by a family member, most often a sister or a cousin.121 Recent research in
Ohio also found that underage girls were usually recruited for prostitution by a friend
or a friend of a friend who worked for a pimp, often someone they knew from their
neighborhoods.122 Some researchers have reported that youth in conflict with their
families frequently have friends and siblings already in prostitution, and that many
of these youth become involved in prostitution as a way to assert their autonomy and
make money at the same time.123,124
Canadian research with prostituted Native women and youth has reported findings
very similar to the advocates’ stories at round tables and the data collected from incoming MIWRC clients. One Canadian study of 150 commercially sexually exploited
Aboriginal youth found that they often had friends who had told them about the “easy
money” and the potential to have some control over their lives by entering the sex
trade. Other Canadian studies have found family-based sex trafficking to be quite
common in some Aboriginal communities.125 In one study with 45 Native women
in prostitution, almost one-fourth were from families involved in prostitution: five
had sisters in prostitution, four had mothers in prostitution (one of whom also had a
prostituting grandmother), two had fathers that were pimps, and one had a father that
pimped both his wife and his daughter.126
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Factors that Facilitate Entry
Generational Trauma
At both round tables, advocates kept returning to the impact of historical
trauma and the cultural loss resulting from it as they talked about the unique
vulnerability of American Indian girls to commercial sexual exploitation
and the absence of safety in Native girls’ lives. Though a significant body
of research in the U.S. links generational trauma to substance abuse, child
abuse, and violence in American Indian communities, we were not able to
identify any that describes the role of historical trauma in the commercial
sexual exploitation of American Indian women and girls.
Several Canadian studies with prostituted Aboriginal women and girls in
Canada have also found historical trauma and generational trauma to play
important roles in Native girls’ entry into the sex trade. In her findings from
research with sexually trafficked Aboriginal girls, Anupriya Sethi described
the legacy of colonization and residential schools as a root cause of their
vulnerability to recruitment for prostitution.127 In a study of prostituted
Aboriginal youth in 22 Canadian communities, the Native researchers that
conducted the research reported that every youth participant in their focus
groups spoke of the physical, sexual, and/or emotional abuse they had experienced in their home lives. The researchers found that the parents, relatives, other caregivers, and neighbors in these youth’s lives all suffered from
the legacy of cultural fragmentation, unable to break the cycle of pain and
despair and turning to alcohol, drugs, and violence to deal with feelings of
hopelessness.128
The advocates attending the MIWRC round tables emphasized that though
each of the facilitating factors described below is an influence that increases
the likelihood of a Native girl entering the sex trade, every one of them is a
result of historical/generational trauma and cultural loss.

Runaway, Thrown Away, and/or Homeless
The vast majority of advocates attending the round tables described homelessness as the major factor in Native girls and women’s entry into the sex
trade, whether it be a result of running away from home to seek glamour in
the big city, leaving home to escape violence and abuse, or losing housing
because of poverty. Native girls’ responses to the 2007 statewide Minnesota
Student Survey support the advocates’ accounts of Native girls’ risk related
to running away and homelessness: 25 percent of 9th-grade Native girls reported having run away at least once in the previous 12 months, compared
to 11 percent of girls in the general population.
Some advocates talked about their own and other Native women’s experiences in prostitution, reflecting that trading sex can seem like a reasonable
choice when there was no other way to support and sustain yourself or your
children. At both round tables, the advocates also identified the need for safe
shelter as the strongest force keeping Native girls and women in prostitution
when they want to leave it.
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Who recruited MIWRC clients into
prostitution (those that named their
recruiter) (n=28)*

* Nine clients that reported involvement in prostitution did not identify the person that recruited them,
and several clients were recruited by two people
acting together, so percentages add to more than
100%.

A lot of the women who are being prostituted,
it’s just the bottom line that was there. The
majority of the time it means that we need to
recognize where this came from in our communities. I mean, American Indian people say
over and over again ‘This is not how we treat
our children. This is not where we are as far as
respecting youth.’ And I think traditionally that
was true, but something dramatic like genocide
happened. It was like a nuclear bomb, so the
war site is exactly the best example of what happened to our communities. [Advocate]

Kids running away. Running away from home…I work
with the girls on reservations, there is nothing going on,
they don’t know what to do…[They say] ‘I’m outta here. I
have family in Duluth, I have a sister in Duluth or someone in Duluth.’ It seems like Duluth is the place to be.
Easier to get to, it’s friendly…That’s a lot of the wording:
‘I gotta get out of here, there’s absolutely nothing, I got
nothing, I got to live wherever I can live.’ [Advocate]
There’s the survival aspect. And that’s what they’re doing, the ones that I see out on the reservation. They would
never identify themselves as prostituting or using sex to
get what they want. But that’s what they’re doing. [Advocate]

Girls that ran away in the past 12 months,
statewide*

Studies with prostituted women and girls in the U.S. have consistently found that 50 to 75 percent ran away from home as
adolescents.129,130 In the Hennepin County study with women
on probation for prostitution described earlier, 61 percent of the
participants reported that they had run away when they were minors, most frequently because of “family problems.”131 Children
of the Night, a national organization that works to rescue children from prostitution, says that of the one and one-half million
children that run away each year in the U.S., it is safe to estimate
that about one-third will have some type of involvement with
prostitution and/or pornography.132
Research has consistently found that when youth run away from
home with no place to go, it is usually because of parental neglect, physical or sexual abuse, family substance abuse, and/or
family violence.133,134,135,136 In one study, 43 percent of runaway
adolescents said they had left home because of physical abuse,
and 24 percent reported leaving because of sexual abuse.137 A
1999 study with runaways in medium-sized Midwest cities
found that:
a 81% had been pushed or grabbed in anger by an adult in
their home
a 64% had been threatened with a gun or knife
a 59% felt neglected
a 28% were abandoned by their parents for at least 24
hours

*2007 Minnesota Student Survey

Girls’ reports of sexual abuse at home,
statewide*

a 21 % had been forced by a caregiver to engage in a sexual activity.138
The National Center for Missing and Exploited Children reported that up to 77 percent of prostituted teens ran away from
home at least once before turning to prostitution to meet survival
needs.139
Runaway and thrown-away youth have very few legitimate
ways to pay for their basic needs. Getting a job is very difficult
without an address, phone number, high school diploma, work
experience, or references, and even if they succeed, they usually
do not have the identification needed to open a checking account
or cash a check. Some fear being sent back home if they use
their real name or home address.140,141

*2007 Minnesota Student Survey

Research with Aboriginal youth in Canada has also identified
running away from home and homelessness as major risk factors
for entering prostitution. One study that analyzed 400 youths’
social services case files in two large Canadian cities found that
while 44 percent of the Aboriginal youth that ran away at least
once had begun prostituting, only 13 percent of Aboriginal youth
that never ran away entered the sex trade.145
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Homelessness, whether it occurs as a result of running away,
being thrown away, or because of family poverty, has also been
identified as a primary risk factor for the commercial sexual
exploitation of youth in the U.S.147 One study found that being
homeless for more than 30 days is the single most determining
factor in young children and teens entering prostitution, and
youth advocacy groups report that homeless youth can expect
to be approached by a pimp, john, or drug dealer within 36
hours when they are first on the street.148,149,150
In the 2006 Wilder Research statewide study of homelessness,
non-reservation American Indians represented 28 percent of
the unaccompanied youth ages 17 or younger in outstate Minnesota and 12 percent in the Twin Cities area, though they
represent only two percent of Minnesota’s total youth population.142 Over the years that the Wilder Research has conducted
this study (every three years since 1994), there has been a 100
percent increase in the proportion of American Indians in the
category “unaccompanied homeless youth,” from 10 percent in
1994 to 20 percent in 2006.144 Sixty percent of the participating
Native girls ages 17 and younger reported having left home to
be on their own by the age of 13.143

Girls’ reports of physical abuse at home,
statewide*

*2007 Minnesota Student Survey

Percent of Hennepin County families in poverty by
race and Hispanic ethnicity146

In research with commercially sexually exploited youth in
Canada, interviewers found very high rates of homelessness
prior to entering prostitution, and also while in prostitution. In
Winnipeg, where a significant proportion of prostituted youth
are Aboriginal, researchers found that 86 percent of prostituted
youth had been homeless for 40 days or more.151 The McCreary
Centre Society reported similar findings from five surveys of
British Columbia street-involved youth that it conducted between 2000 and 2006. An average of 61 percent of youth across
all five surveys reported a great need for safe housing.152 Other
McCreary Centre Society findings that were consistent across
several surveys include:
a 34-57% of prostituted youth on the street were Aboriginal
a 34-44% of younger prostituted youth were living or
had recently lived in precarious housing situations (on
the street, couch-surfing, and staying in shelters, transition houses, hotels, squats, abandoned buildings, tents,
and cars).

Poverty-related reasons homeless Native girls and
women left stable housing*

a 50% of older prostituted youth had lived in precarious
housing during the past year
a 95% of older prostituted youth had lived in precarious
housing at some point in time.153
Studies in the U.S. and Canada have found that 84 to 90 percent of adult women in prostitution are currently homeless or
have been homeless in the past.154,155 In Vancouver, one study
in which over half of the participants were Aboriginal women
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*Based on analysis of the non-reservation American Indian female subset of the 2006 Homelessness in Minnesota data, provided by Wilder Research.

The landlord piece is not uncommon, not uncommon at all. Landlords put the women in a situation
where they actually end up owing
rent or they know they’re getting
rates half off of rent, or some landlords even up the rent. It was in the
woman’s range at first and now she
fell on hard times, she lost a job,
she still owes rent and the landlord will go ahead and proposition
them in that manner, swap or trade.
And if not for the mother, then for
the daughters. And the fact that
the mom says we need a place to
live. ‘You know, you just gotta go in
there, he’s not going to do anything
to you, just go, you don’t wanna be
out on the streets.’ And the kid feels,
you know, ‘I owe this to our family’, the loyalty piece, so you do it.
And once it’s done, once that’s all it
takes. [Advocate]
I was talking to some of the young
girls there [at a school] about incest, and they really don’t think that
incest is as bad as a pedophile having sex with a two-year-old. So they
thought, ‘Well, it’s a family member,
it’s at home and it’s safe.’ They really didn’t correlate that it’s the same
thing. It is as bad, as damaging,
and they don’t get it. [Advocate]
I know women I’ve worked with
that have been sexually assaulted
by family members and it was ongoing, and that’s why they left. And
then they found out they could get
paid for it, so think ‘What’s the difference?’ [Advocate]
Some of the parents aren’t even
caring if the kids are in school or
anything else. So, basically, she’s
running her own life at 12 and 14.
[Advocate]

found that 86 percent of prostituted women had been or were currently homeless,
and all of the women that were interviewed cited safe housing as a current, urgent
need.156
At the round tables hosted by MIWRC, advocates reported that American Indian
women with children living in poverty are at especially high risk of being trafficked
into prostitution, especially by landlords who threaten them with rent increases or
refuse to provide the documentation they need to receive government subsidies. The
information collected from incoming MIWRC clients supports the advocates’ reports,
with one-fourth disclosing that they had traded sex for shelter.
Nationally, communities of color are significantly over-represented in poverty statistics. From 2001-2004, the poverty rate for American Indians, calculated as a 3-year
average, was 25.3 percent, higher than any other group in the nation.157 By the end
of 2008, the non-Hispanic White poverty rate had dropped to 8.6 percent, while the
American Indian rate had risen to 27.1 percent, the Hispanic and Asian rates had risen to a lesser degree (1.5% and 0.7%, respectively), and the Black rate had dropped
slightly (down 0.2%).158
County-level 2008 Census figures are not available, but even prior to the current economic downturn, the 2000 U.S. Census found that 47 percent of Native families in
Hennepin County were headed by a single mother, and over 40 percent of those households, home to one-third of all Native children in the county, lived in poverty.159 In the
2007 Wilder Research homelessness survey, two-thirds of the non-reservation homeless Native women and 20 percent of the homeless Native girls under the age of 17
were mothers; close to one-third reported leaving their most recent regular housing for
reasons related to poverty.160

Repeated Exposure to Abuse, Exploitation, and
Violence
At the round tables hosted by MIWRC, the advocates in both Duluth and Minneapolis
reported that Native girls and women with extensive histories of abuse, exploitation,
and violence are extremely vulnerable to being recruited into the sex trade. Advocates
described four types of experiences that they saw most frequently in Native girls trafficked into prostitution:
a Physical and sexual abuse in childhood
a Severe parental neglect as a child or teen
a Physical and sexual violence in early dating relationships
a Constant exposure to sexual exploitation and violence in their neighborhoods
Advocates at both round tables reported that most if not all of the prostituted Native
women and girls they encountered had been sexually abused as children, and often,
these victims had run away from home and entered the sex trade because of that abuse.
The advocates also emphasized the negative impact of childhood sexual abuse on Native girls’ ability to recognize or prevent their own exploitation by others.
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Other studies in the U.S. support the advocates’ accounts, finding that 60 to 73 percent of youth in
prostitution and 55 to 90 percent of prostituted adult women were sexually abused in their homes
as children.161,162,163,164,165 Physical abuse at home has also been identified as a major risk factor for
youth entry into the sex trade in Canada, the U.S., and Mexico.166 Studies with runaway adolescents
have found that the more abuse the adolescent has experienced at home, the more time she will
spend on her own, the more likely she will have friends who sell sex, and the more likely she will
be to abuse drugs and alcohol.167,168,169 Canadian research has found similarly high rates of physical
and sexual abuse among prostituted Aboriginal youth and women:
a 80% of prostituted youth were physically, sexually, emotionally, and verbally abused by
parents, family friends, neighbors, and peers in their home communities, which caused
them to run away with no safe place to go.170
a Almost three-fourths of women in street prostitution, 52% of whom were Aboriginal, reported physical abuse in childhood; 82% reported sexual abuse as a child.171
a 41% of youth on probation for prostitution in two large Canadian cities reported parental
neglect, compared to five percent of non-Aboriginal youth.172
Findings from the 2007 Minnesota Student Survey suggest that Native girls in Minnesota experience much higher levels of childhood abuse than their peers in the general population. Overall,
American Indian 9th-grade girls’ rates of reported physical abuse at home were close to double the
rate of their peers in the general population. In all age groups (6th, 9th, and 12th grades), Native girls’
rates for reporting sexual abuse at home were double those of girls in the general population.
American Indians have the highest rates of reported child maltreatment in the nation and the state,
and the highest rates of foster placement in both as well. These are some findings from government
reports:
a Nationally, American Indian children have the highest rates of victimization in the nation—21.7 children per 1,000, compared to the white rate of 10.7 children per 1,000.173
a Of the children for whom maltreatment reports were made, American Indians and Alaska
Natives were 20 times more likely than white children to be determined to be maltreated.174
a In both 2007 and 2008, statewide rates of American Indian child maltreatment reports were
more than six times Native children’s representation in the population.175,176
a American Indians also had the highest 2007 and 2008 statewide rates of recurring maltreatment at twelve-month follow-up.177,178
a Though 62% of the 2008 American Indian child maltreatment reports in Minnesota were
for neglect, Native rates of reported physical abuse, sexual abuse, and medical neglect
were also higher than those of any other group.179
a As of April 2009, American Indian children accounted for 10% of child maltreatment victims statewide, more than six times their representation in the child population.180
a In 2007, American Indians represented 12 percent of all children in foster care but only one
percent of the state’s child population.181
In Hennepin County, which has the largest concentration of American Indian children in the state,
Native children represented 8% of the confirmed child maltreatment cases, more than 6 times their
representation in the county’s child population.182 An even higher proportion (9%) of the children
in Hennepin County foster care were American Indian, more than four times their representation in
the county’s child population.183
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Child maltreatment by race, statewide 2008184

*Children in the Hispanic category can be any race(s).

American Indian youth also have the highest rates of out-of-home placement in Minnesota. In 2008, Native children represented 12 percent of all children in foster care but only one percent of the state’s child population. In
Hennepin County, the most racially and ethnically diverse county in Minnesota, nine percent of children in foster
care in 2007 were American Indian, more than four times their representation in the total child population.185,186
Though the number of Native children separated from their families is itself alarming, foster placement is also a
risk factor for entering the sex trade. In their book Being Heard: The Experiences of Young Women in Prostitution, Gorkoff and Runner reported that 63 percent of prostituted girls and young women in their study had been
involved with the child protection system as children. Over three-fourths had been in foster and group homes,
often for many years.187

Homeless Native females’ experiences with abuse, neglect, and violence

* Based on analysis of the non-reservation American Indian female subset of the 2006 Homelessness in Minnesota data, provided by Wilder
Research.
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Girls reporting that a family member physically
assaulted another family member*

Girls reporting sexual assault by a date,
statewide*

*2007 Minnesota Student Survey. Sixth grade girls were not
asked these questions, so no findings are reported for that
grade level.

*2007 Minnesota Student Survey

Girls reporting that they hit or beat up another
person in the past 12 months*

Girls reporting physical assault by a date,
statewide*

*2007 Minnesota Student Survey. Sixth grade girls were not
asked these questions, so no findings are reported for that
grade level.

*2007 Minnesota Student Survey

The 2006 Wilder Research study of homelessness also found high
rates of childhood abuse and out-of-home placement among nonreservation homeless American Indian girls and women. Over onefourth of the Native girls ages 12-17 (28%) and 24 percent of Native females 18-20 reported having left foster care or a group home
without a permanent place to go. Overall, almost 30 percent had
lived in a group home at some point in time.188
Several of the advocates at the MIWRC round tables reported that
Native girls’ constant exposure to violence and sexual exploitation
in their peer groups and neighborhoods causes them to view these
threats to their safety as “no big deal.” Advocates in both Duluth and in Minneapolis reported a growing number of Native girls
and young adult women who consider “free-lancing,” prostitution
without a pimp, to be a glamorous and exciting way to empower
themselves and make quick money at the same time.
Native girls’ responses to the 2007 Minnesota Student Survey reflect significant violence in their lives. In 6th, 9th, and 12th grades,
Native girls’ rates of physical and sexual abuse were double those
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We have young ladies that come in that have difficulties
defining what they’ve been through…We had a young
lady who was being held in Mexico for three years, and
she didn’t think that she was traumatized. [Advocate]
Sexual exploitation for the young women and the girls
we work with is such a secondary issue. It’s like, ‘Help
me find shelter, help me find food, help me find clinics.’
And then if you work with them long enough, it’s ‘Oh
yeah, I was sexually exploited.’ [Advocate]
A majority of them have been exposed to sexual abuse.
And so, it’s kind of like, they’re making the decision now,
they’re in control of their bodies and they’re going to
do what they need to do to get what it is that they want.
[Advocate]
The idea of liberation, ‘My body, my choice, I can do it
myself.’ All woman-run. You’re seeing more women that
know how to do these things and are very skilled at how
to prevent more harm from coming to themselves. And
so they’re banding together, creating all female call services. [Advocate]

Two years ago I was working with three sisters who
had been prostituted by their
mother since they were two,
and the girls were about 15,
16, 17. They were just shifting
and turning on their mother
and taking their profits…it
was kind of a struggle, mom
still wanted money for her
drug addiction, and they were
starting to want to take their
money. [Advocate]
I think they come into prostitution with addictions. I think
they start, you know, they’re
experimenting around with
drugs and then they find a
ready source, because pimps
latch onto that as a method to
get them into it. [Advocate]
I also know a girl here, she
got turned out with drugs, and
she had to feed her addiction.
So, she was really young and
they gave her whatever, and
then she had to keep that up.
And it doesn’t matter what
your family status is, period.
Because this girl I knew, her
family status is pretty good.
[Advocate]

MIWRC clients that know someone in the sex trade (n=95)

of their peers in the general population, they were more likely than girls in the general
population to report a family member physically assaulting another family member at
home, and also more likely to report that they themselves had used physical violence
against another person in the previous 12 months.
Canadian research has found similar patterns. In a study in five areas of British Columbia,
prostituted Aboriginal youth told interviewers that a cycle of violence has been normalized in their communities, and that it is impossible for many caught in that cycle to break
the pattern.189 In other Canadian studies, Aboriginal street youth described violence as
part of their daily life.190 In the U.S., national research with over 1,200 runaway and
thrown-away youth in shelters and living on the street found that about one-half of those
staying in shelters and two-thirds of those living on the street carried a weapon, and onefourth of the street youth said they had committed a violent act using a weapon.191
Similar to the trend reported by the advocates, Canadian research has found that Native
youth sexually exploited by family members at an early age often view the sex trade as a
way to have some control over their lives.192,193 One study found that sexually exploited
youth often saw no harm in being paid for sex, since it was taken for free when they were
still at home.194A second study reported that for many Aboriginal youth, the sex trade
presents an illusion of escape and independence.195
An international study in the U.S., Canada, and Mexico found that exposure to an
existing prostitution zone and social groups that condone or tolerate child-adult sexual
relationships are both key contributing factors in youth entering prostitution.196 Canadian
studies with prostituted Native women and youth reported similar findings. Many grew
up in environments where prostitution was common, and some reported that their own
sex trade involvement was a result of learned behavior and day-to-day survival in their
families for generations.197 One Canadian researcher commented that an invitation from
a man cruising by in his car to watch an indecent act in exchange for cash can seem
quite reasonable to an Aboriginal adolescent living in a poor neighborhood where street
prostitution is concentrated and there are no legitimate jobs.198
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Information collected from Native women and girls entering
MIWRC programs supports the advocates’ reports that young
Native girls are often exposed to the idea that prostitution is a
“career option.” Almost half (46%) of the 95 women and girls
screened for commercial sexual exploitation said they have a
personal friend in prostitution, and over one-fourth (26%) said
they have a family member in prostitution. Over one-fourth
(28%) of the 95 women and girls entering MIWRC programs
said they know someone who makes others sell or trade sex,
almost half of these clients described the trafficker as their
boyfriend.

Girls reporting that a family member’s alcohol use
repeatedly caused family, health, job, or legal
problems, statewide*

Addiction				
Advocates attending the two MIWRC round tables described
parental addiction as an important contributor to Native girls
entering prostitution, but noted that pimps and gang members
often provide Native girls and women with free drugs to get
them addicted and then prostitute them. Advocates at both
round tables agreed that personal addictions often keep Native
women and girls in the sex trade long past the point when they
want to leave it.
In the Wilder Research study of homelessness in Minnesota,
over half (56%) of the non-reservation Native girls age 21 and
younger described their parents’ drug and alcohol use as the
partial or main reason they were currently homeless.199 A national study of runaway and thrown-away youth found that 31
percent of youth staying in shelters and 45 percent of those
living on the street reported problematic substance use by a
family member (most often a step-parent) during the 30 days
prior to their leaving home. These youth reported that adult
family members’ substance abuse made them more likely to
get into arguments with the youth, to neglect or ignore them,
or to hit them.200 The Michigan Network of Runaway, Homeless, and Youth Services described similar findings, reporting
that 41 percent of the youth they had served reported leaving
home because of an adult’s substance abuse.201

*2007 Minnesota Student Survey

Girls reporting that a family member’s drug use
repeated caused family, health, job, legal problems,
statewide*

*2007 Minnesota Student Survey

Girls reporting first use of alcohol at age 12 or
younger, statewide*

Research has found that substance abuse is both a predictor
for and a consequence of entering prostitution. In the U.S., national research with 200 prostituted juveniles and adults found
that 55 percent were addicted to drugs prior to entering the sex
trade, 30 percent had become addicted following entry, and
15 percent became addicted at the same time they entered.202
Studies with prostituted Aboriginal women in Vancouver have
also found that while drug use often facilitated entry into prostitution, participants’ use had escalated as a result of being in
prostitution, and 60 percent were currently in prostitution to
maintain a drug addiction.203,204 A Montreal study with 165 fe*2007 Minnesota Student Survey
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One of the clients I work with,
she comes and goes, she knows
she’s been diagnosed with FAE
and her children have been diagnosed as well. So her mother
drank and she drank while she
was pregnant with her kids. So,
she’s working to keep herself in
a home and she’s exchanging
sex for her home and so she has
no problem with her kids doing
the same thing, her daughters.
[Second speaker] I think the
other thing with FASD what we
know about that brain damage,
is you have a 15 year old girl’s
body but you have an 8 year
old girl’s mental capacity, because your brain is not formed
correctly because you’re brain
damaged. [Advocates]
I have trouble making decisions, if they’re bad or they’re
right, and that’s what has
been hardest throughout my
life. I realize that it’s right or
wrong after I’ve done it, and
then that’s what makes it really
bad…because you can get in a
lot of trouble and I’ve gotten
into lots of trouble…it’s hard to
say no to things…I used to do
anything and everything, just,
you know, for the hell of it, or
just to have fun…but there’s be
so much trouble…you think of
having fun, you think you’re
going to have fun, and what’s
wrong with that and then you
realize fun turns into trouble
and trouble turns into danger.
[FASD-affected woman interviewed in a British Columbia
study]208

male street youth, none of whom were in prostitution at baseline, found at follow-up that
substance abuse was a significant predictor for girls entering prostitution.205
In the Hennepin County study of women on probation for prostitution described earlier, 64
percent of American Indian women that provided drug use information at the time of arrest
admitted currently using drugs and/or alcohol. One in five used both drugs and alcohol at
the time of arrest, and half had received prior treatment for chemical dependency.206
Even without pimp involvement, American Indian women are at particularly high risk for
substance abuse. A study in seven tribal communities found that parental alcoholism, sexual abuse, combined physical and sexual abuse, emotional abuse, and emotional neglect as
a child each contributed to double the risk of alcohol dependence. Native women who had
experienced four or more categories of these adverse experiences in childhood had seven
times the risk of alcohol dependence.207
Alcohol poses a different type of prostitution recruitment risk for Native girls whose mothers used it while pregnant. The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) currently use the term
Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders to describe three alcohol-related disorders: fetal alcohol
syndrome (FAS), fetal alcohol effects (FAE), and alcohol-related neurodevelopmental disorder (ARND). FAE encompasses behavioral and cognitive problems in children who were
prenatally exposed to alcohol, but who do not have all of the typical diagnostic features of
FAS. Children with ARND might have functional or mental problems linked to prenatal
alcohol exposure, including behavioral or cognitive abnormalities or a combination of the
two.209 Advocates at both MIWRC round tables reported working with FASD-affected Native girls and women in prostitution. The advocates described FASD as a critical risk factor
because it results in impaired judgment and impulsiveness, which puts them at very high
risk of commercial sexual exploitation. Advocates also identified FASD as a factor affecting some Native parents that prostitute their children, and noted the prevalence of FASD
among Native youth living in foster care.
The CDC has reported that the fetal alcohol syndrome rate for American Indians is 30
times the rate for whites.210 The incidence of FASD in Canadian Native communities is
similarly high.211,212 Some studies have found that youth affected by FAS or FAE are particularly vulnerable to sexual exploitation by pimps offering them free drugs at house parties. Once they are addicted and have significant drug debt, they are threatened and told
they must work off their debt through prostitution. They are also extremely vulnerable to
guerrilla recruitment strategies.213,214

Girls reporting problematic substance abuse, statewide*

*2007 Minnesota Student Survey
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Research with FASD-affected youth and adults has identified a
number of impacts that significantly increase their vulnerability to
commercial sexual exploitation:
a Teenagers and adults with FAS or FAE seem to ‘plateau’
academically and in daily functioning but their problems
grow more serious as attention deficits, poor judgment, and
impulsivity create obstacles to employment and stable living.215
a Adolescents and adults with FAS/FAE have been described
as ‘innocent,’ ‘immature,’ and have been found to be easily
victimized.216
a FASD-affected adults often suffer from substantial mental
illness as well, including major depression, psychotic disorders, and anxiety disorders.217

High school graduation rates, Minnesota public
schools 2006 and 2007 (National Governor’s
Association rates)222

a 62 percent of people with FASD have had a disrupted school
experience between the ages of 12 and 20.218
a 90 percent have had mental health problems diagnosed.219
a 40 percent of FASD-affected youth ages 6-11, 48 percent
of those ages 12-20, and 52 percent of those over age 21
have exhibited inappropriate sexual behavior, and the same
proportion of the three age groups have been sexually victimized.220
a 79% of FASD-affected girls ages 12 and up have exhibited
sexually inappropriate behavior.221

Failure to Finish High School		
Research has found that a minors that have been expelled from
school or are no longer interested in finishing school are at a high
risk of becoming involved in prostitution.224 The Hennepin County
study of 70 women on probation for prostitution reported similar
findings. Only one of the 17 American Indian women in the study
sample had completed high school.225
Not completing high school is a major barrier to Native girls finding
legal employment. Less than half of Minnesota’s American Indian
students (41.4%) graduated on time in the 2006-2007 school year,
with 19 percent dropping out that year.226 In the 2007 Minnesota
Student Survey, American Indian girls were less likely than girls in
the general population to report that they like school (74.9% gave
positive responses), and the most likely to report truancy in the past
30 days (44.5% reported being truant).226 Native youth detachment
from school is also a problem in Canada. In Canada’s 2001 Census,
62 percent of Aboriginal people living on reserves and 48 percent of
those living off-reserve had less than a high school education.227 Canadian studies have also found that Native girls affiliated with gangs
were typically two to three years behind their age cohort if they
were still in school, but few finished 10th grade.228 One Canadian
study found that while street-involved girls were more frequently in

27

Percent of Native street-involved youth currently
attending school223

Girls that thought about killing themselves during
the past year, Statewide*

school than street-involved boys, those that were in prostitution
were much less likely to be attending school than girls not in the
sex trade.229

Mental and Emotional Vulnerability
Advocates at both MIWRC round tables described mental
health issues as a significant factor in Native girls’ and women’s
vulnerability to recruitment into the sex trade. Several advocates
emphasized the mental health impacts of generational trauma
on Native families, and by extension, the effect on Native girls’
emotional vulnerability.

*2007 Minnesota Student Survey

Girls that tried to kill themselves during past year,
Statewide*

Among Native women, research has found that depression and
post-traumatic stress disorder are frequently linked to a history
of child abuse, adult re-victimization (especially forced sex),
and lifetime abuse.230,231,232 Exposure to racial discrimination has
also been found to play a role Native girls’ mental health, often
resulting in withdrawn behavior, anxiety, depression, and physical
complaints related to stress.233
We’re talking mental health, we’re talking about borderline
personality disorders, post-traumatic stress, anxiety. Bipolar.
And I think in the beginning, it’s dissociation. [Second speaker]
Right, because that’s the only way to deal with it, is you dissociate, it’s like an out of body experience. They go somewhere else
or they become someone else to be able to detach what they just
had to go through. [Advocates]
That void. Culture and identity, all those things that lead to
that searching and that hopeless feeling of there’s no place for
me, all that conflict between two worlds and just being vulnerable to being taken somewhere down a path that might lead
somewhere. [Advocate]

*2007 Minnesota Student Survey

Girls that hurt themselves on purpose during the
past year, Statewide*

In the 2007 Minnesota Student Survey, Native girls were more
likely than girls in the general population to report that they had
thought about suicide and that they had attempted suicide in the
past 12 months. SAVE (Suicide Awareness Voices of Education)
reports that the suicide rate for American Indian youth ages 10 to
15 in Minnesota is two to three times the rate of other groups in
the state.234 In Canada, the 2003 completed suicide rate for Aboriginal female youth ages 15 to 24 was almost 9 times that of
female youth in the general population.235 A recent study reported
that 29 percent of American Indian teens in their sample believed
they had only a 50-50 chance of living to age 35, compared to 10
percent of white teens. Those that predicted a high likelihood of
early death were also much more likely to engage in subsequent
risky behavior.236

*2007 Minnesota Student Survey
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Self-injury (cutting/scraping, slashing, or burning) also appears to be a common behavior among American Indian girls in Minnesota. In the 2007 Minnesota Student
Survey, 6th and 9th grade American Indian girls reported having deliberately hurt
themselves during the past year at twice the rates of girls in the general population.
Studies with homeless youth in the U.S. have reported similar findings. In a study of
428 street youth in Washington State, 14 percent of whom were American Indian,
self-injurious acts were found to be extremely common. Over two-thirds (69%) of
the youth reported that they had engaged in self-injury, which was related to a history of sexual abuse, physical abuse and/or neglect, and in the researchers’ words,
“deviant survival strategies.”237
In Canada, research with prostituted Aboriginal adolescents found that almost onethird had engaged in self-harm (self-cutting or slashing).238 A Canadian study of
incarcerated Canadian women who regularly engaged in self-harm found that 64
percent were Aboriginal.239 These are some of the reasons the research participants
gave when asked what motivated them to cut or slash themselves:
a A cry for attention or nurturing
a Self-punishment or self-blame
a Coping with isolation or loneliness
a Distracting themselves from or cleansing themselves of emotional pain
a A way to feel again, or to re-connect with reality
a Expression of painful life experiences
a Feeling in control, having power over self

Barriers to Exiting the Sex Trade
Limited Access to Emergency and Supportive
Housing
Studies of women and girls in prostitution cite a lack of safe shelter as a primary
barrier to assisting those who want to leave the sex trade.240,241 In both Minneapolis and Duluth, advocates reported that government funding agencies and other
grantmakers impose inflexible eligibility requirements and policies that effectively
lock prostituted Native women and girls out of emergency shelter and transitional
housing facilities. These policies and rules frequently sabotage advocates’ efforts
to help Native girls and women exit the sex trade. For instance, several advocates
described federal regulations that exclude anyone with a felony conviction from
eligibility for public housing programs.
Several advocates reported that local transitional housing programs and some domestic violence shelters refuse access to Native women and girls who disclose involvement in prostitution, even if they are attempting to escape a pimp’s violence.
Minnesota state law also allows landlords and managers of subsidized housing to
refuse to rent to a person with a history of prostitution.242
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Advocate story:
I worked with someone for three
years who was stripping. She was
sexually abused as a child, got married at eighteen to someone who
was abusive to her and when they
got divorced, she did all the things
she was supposed to. Got her child
got out.
There’s a strip club down the road
that she made a little money at and
she was good looking and was able
to do that, and pretty soon that’s the
only work experience she has, that’s
her whole entire life…She’s traveling the circuit, she can’t make any
money, she’s getting stuck places,
sleeping in her car, staying at guys’
houses who are holding guns to her
head. She doesn’t use, completely
sober. And I spent three years with
appointments over the phone…she
just could never be safe. There was
no place to go.
I said if she could get up here we
would get her into a shelter up here.
And they kicked her out almost immediately and told her to go to the
homeless shelter. She was used to
being up all night, and that was an
issue at the shelter. That was her job
hours…she was up until six in the
morning and then slept all day, and
that was what she got in trouble for
and got kicked out for.
So what ended up happening was
we found a place for her where she
could go for a period of time in a
whole different city and we got four
tires donated for her car and filled it
full of gas and off she went. And that
was the best we could do. And she
was here and she knew us, we could
provide counseling and we could
provide stuff. It was just so, I don’t
know, a very sad situation.

Investigative resources are spread so thin
that federal agents are forced to focus
only on the highest-priority felonies while
letting the investigation of some serious
crime languish for years. Long delays in
investigations without arrest leave child
sexual assault victims vulnerable or suspects free to commit other crimes, including, in two cases the Post found, homicide.
With overwhelmed federal agents unable
to complete thousands of investigations or
supplement those done by poorly trained
tribal police, many low-priority felonies
never make it to federal prosecutors in
the first place…Federal investigators usually take the lead when the victim is 9 or
younger, authorities say; tribal investigators take the lead with older victims. But
federal prosecutors often decline those
cases precisely because the victim has
been interviewed too many times or by
investigators who aren’t specially trained
to handle child sexual assault [Source:
Lawless lands: Promises, justice broken.
Series in the Denver Post, November 11,
2007].
We dealt with a case where the girl was
screaming for help and even did a selfreport and they wouldn’t open the case
until the mother abandoned the kids.
One of the things is, it’s very dependent
upon the youth’s age. If they are 16, 17,
they all just become disposable, forgotten.
And if you don’t get all of the information
from the youth, if you don’t have enough
substantiated evidence about who, what,
when, where, why, they can’t open cases,
they have nothing to work with. And the
girls are not gonna talk. [Second speaker]
Exactly. Even though we’re mandated reporters and we’re supposed to tell those
things, if we don’t have enough information, they can’t open the case. You have to
have enough information to warrant the
opening of the case, or to even get them to
investigate. [Advocate]
We ask our women, ‘What do you need?’
but our services aren’t set up to help them,
and I feel like it’s an injustice to them, to
pry into their life and say ‘What the hell
is going on, and how can I help you?’ We
don’t even know, and our services aren’t
set up for that, so what can we do as organizations to make sure that we’re all on
the same page, that we treat the survivor
the same no matter way? [Advocate]

Absence of Other Options for Self-sufficiency
As noted earlier in this report, most American Indian women and girls in the
sex trade have not completed high school, so they rarely have marketable
job skills or a formal employment history. Though 90 to 95 percent want to
escape prostitution, most do not feel they have any other realistic options for
consistently earning enough money to survive.243,244

Distrust of Law Enforcement
Advocates at both round tables described Native women’s and girls’ distrust
of police, fear that they will be arrested if they ask police for help, and fear
that their trafficker would suffer no real consequences even if they did file a
complaint, provide evidence, and agree to testify. Some Minneapolis advocates reported interactions with city police in which they or their clients felt
they were not treated well. Advocates working with prostituted Native girls
in Duluth expressed frustration that the FBI chose not to prosecute a recent
case involving four trafficked underage girls even though the girls were willing to testify and Duluth police had gathered extensive evidence. Echoing the
Duluth advocates’ accounts, Kathy Black Bear at Rosebud Tribal Services
in South Dakota reported that last year, an underage Rosebud girl living in
Sioux Falls was trafficked to Mexico and kept there from January to March
2008. Ms. Black Bear reported that the FBI declined to investigate the case,
so the tribe hired a private investigator to travel to Mexico, who successfully
found the girl and brought her home.245
Conversations with Minneapolis police officers suggest that limited staff time
and budget constraints are often the reason that more pimps are not investigated.246,247 One reported that cost tends to limit law enforcement efforts
to the investigation of large prostitution rings that traffic minors, especially
those that also traffic drugs, because prosecution is more likely to result in
a conviction.248 Minneapolis Police Department 3rd Precinct Inspector Lucy
Gerold noted that most purchasers of sexual services apprehended by the
police have been allowed to plea bargain their sentences down to restorative
justice.249 In September 2008, Susan Segal, the Minneapolis City Attorney,
reported that the her office was currently reviewing its plea bargain standards
in “john cases,” and that prevention and treatment for prostituted minor girls
is the current focus of the department’s work and the direction taken in the
prostitution review calendar with the court.250
Similar to the Duluth advocates’ accounts, the Denver Post reported that from
1997 to 2006, federal prosecutors rejected almost two-thirds of reservation
cases brought to them by FBI and Bureau of Indian Affairs investigators.251 It
was outside the scope of this report to get extensive input from law enforcement personnel on this barrier, but a larger discussion of their perspectives
should be included in future reports on this topic.

Child Protection Policies		
Some of advocates working with adolescent girls reported encountering challenges when child protection policies and priorities prevented opening a case
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for an adolescent girl who was being prostituted or at extremely high risk of
being prostituted. The scope and time frame for this report limited our ability to access the perspectives of county child protection workers, but these
should also be included in further discussions of this issue.

Limited Resources for Support and Healing
Lack of services designed for Native women and girls
in prostitution
Advocates repeatedly emphasized the fact that very few of the programs
and services available to prostituted Native women and girls are designed to
meet their needs, especially if they have not yet reached the point where they
have made a firm commitment to leaving prostitution forever. Advocates also
reported that program funders’ requirements can restrict prostituted Native
women’s and girls’ access to the types of support they need.
The research literature suggests a significant lack of federal funding or state
funding for assisting domestically trafficked adult women. Though the Trafficking Victims Protection Act provides for a grant program that local and
state authorities can use to provide services to mostly U.S. citizen victims,
those funds were never requested by the Department of Justice, and subsequently no programs were ever funded.252 Violence Against Women Act
(VAWA) monies can be used for services to women in prostitution, but cannot be used for services to domestic victims of sex trafficking.253,254 Victims
of domestic violence and physical or sexual assault are eligible for reparations through Victims of Crime Act (VOCA) funding, but not if they were
“committing a crime or any misconduct that is connected with the incident”—which automatically excludes prostituted women beaten or sexually
assaulted by a pimp or a john.”255

Inadequate Support from the Mental Health System
Earlier in this report, we described the overall emotional and mental vulnerability of Native girls and women. Experiencing prostitution adds significant mental health consequences to pre-existing emotional problems. The
advocates described many prostituted Native women and girls as living in
a constant state of fear that is based on very real threat, with no access to
appropriate mental health services. They reported that most mental health
professionals have no experience providing services to prostituted women,
who live in an environment where rape and injury are routine occurrences
and there is no protection against either.
Advocates also described misdiagnosis and over-diagnosis as significant
problems for Native women and girls in prostitution or attempting to exit
prostitution. Some questioned whether the criteria for certain mental health
disorders were even appropriate for prostituted American Indian women and
girls.
Though recognizing a need for psychiatric and psychological services for
Native women who are severely traumatized, several of the advocates at the
Minneapolis round table reported significant discomfort with having to se-
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What are you going to do to get her out?
Because recognizing them, identifying
them, that’s great—but once she’s ready
to get out, are you going to have a place
for her? This is not an overnight fix. This
is not just ‘Get her housing and her whole
life is going to be better.’ We’re talking
about incest, mental health issues, trauma that is life-long. [Second speaker] In
housing funding streams, the programming has become more and more [difficult]. The reporting and the documentation and the things that they’re supposed
to track, that advocates can’t keep up with
just ‘Let’s get you into housing.’ Housing
is really complicated, it takes a lot of time
and energy to get all that stuff in place.’
[Advocates]
[The programs I work with] are battered
women’s programming, and the attitude
is ‘It doesn’t happen here’ because there’s
no money for it [working with prostituted
women], for them to have that kind of programming. When I used to run the shelter here, we never touched on that, that
wasn’t something we ever, ever talked
about. [Advocate]
That diagnosis of bipolar, I think it’s archaic. We’re talking about trauma, multiple generations of trauma...That diagnosis doesn’t accurately describe our
experiences. And so the mental health
field is kind of off the hook in addressing
the social problems that go with that. And
it’s like, ‘Here, we’ve done our share, this
is what she has, give her the pills and refer her onto someone else.’ [Advocate]
A counselor or a therapist can recognize
some of the symptoms of PTSD as bipolar,
or as schizophrenic. And unless you are
well versed, or, I don’t want to discredit
any therapist, but I think doing more research and more involvement of what
happens with mental health is needed,
and I don’t think a lot of therapists do
that. Then you’re stuck into a category.
Because research is showing that PTSD
has a lot of symptoms and if you’re saying
‘Oh, well she has disassociated, therefore
she’s schizophrenic.’ [Advocate]

When the victim cannot fight or flee,
she may try to form a protective relationship with her captor. She hopes
that if she can prove her love and loyalty to the pimp, she can ‘love’ him
into being good. This can become such
a desperate attachment that she actually believes she loves him, and passes
up chances to escape. Stockholm Syndrome is often the real reason for what
others see as the ‘choice’ to stay in the
sex industry. [Joe Parker, co-founder
of a foundation that provides services
to prostituted women and men]261
Right now mental health is what is being funded the most, so a lot of times
our women cannot receive resources
until we get her the diagnosis. People
are handing out the diagnosis, and
that can be because they know housing
comes first, and the most open model
to people in prostitution is ‘We’ll take
you where you’re at and we’ll move
you forward rather than making you
do those steps.’ You can’t even get
them into a lot of housing programs
that focus on where you are now, until you get a diagnosis. We have one
woman we’re working with, she got a
diagnosis from like five doctors. [Advocate]
Finally, it got to the point where she
wanted to leave, but this was absolutely not abuse to her. She was in control
of her body, and those guys were idiots
that wanted to give her any money for
it. And, the fact of the matter was that
she was never safe. [Advocate]
Their mentality is ‘This guy is taking
care of me. He has provided for me.
My family has let me down and this
man cares about me. So, no matter
what you guys are trying to tell me, I’m
not trying to hear that because when
you’re gone at 5 o’clock, he’s still
gonna be here. So everything you’re
telling me is a lie because he takes
me home, he takes care of me, and me
turning tricks is okay because I need
to help out somehow. I can’t work, I
don’t have a job and I can’t find a job,
so I’m doing what I can to help out.’
[Advocate]

cure a mental health diagnosis as a condition to obtain rapid client access to
emergency or supportive housing. Some were also concerned that the mental
health field could potentially becoming the favored approach for addressing
prostitution.
Research has found that prostituted women and girls often dissociate to survive psychologically, allowing their minds to distance themselves from experiences that are too much for them to process at the time.256,257 Some survivors of
abuse describe this as “leaving your body.”258 However research has found that
frequent dissociation can lead to a lack of connection in a person’s thoughts,
memory and sense of identity, which would significantly hamper a prostituted
woman’s or girl’s ability to take steps to remove herself from a painful or dangerous situation.259
In a recent study with prostituting women in Vancouver, over half of whom were
Aboriginal, 89 percent had at least one PTSD symptom, 81 percent reported at
least three numbing and avoidance PTSD symptoms, and 85 percent reported at
least two physiological hyper-arousal symptoms.260 These included:
a Having a difficult time falling or staying asleep
a Feeling more irritable or having outbursts of anger
a Having difficulty concentrating
a Feeling constantly "on guard" or like danger is lurking around every
corner
a Being "jumpy" or easily startled

Dependency, Denial, and Distrust of Advocates
Joe Parker, co-founder of a foundation that provides services to prostituted
women and men, asserts that prostituted people’s loyalty to a pimp must be
viewed as a manifestation of Stockholm Syndrome, which has been described
as a psychological condition common to hostage situations, in which the hostage becomes emotionally bonded to her captor.262,263 Advocates at both round
tables described the tendency of prostituted Native women and girls to insist
that they are in prostitution by choice, and to minimize or deny any harm they
have experienced. The advocates emphasized the extensive period of time it
takes to build enough trust with prostituted Native women and girls that they are
even willing to consider that they are being exploited, and the longer period of
time it takes until they become willing to leave the sex trade. Some advocates
cautioned that prostituted Native women and girls have been manipulated and
exploited most of their lives. They asserted that prostituted Native women and
girls need to be offered ongoing options without any pressure, because any program that requires them to immediately adopt a new belief system and/or way
of thinking and behaving could trigger even higher levels of mistrust.

Fear, Shame, and the “Don’t Talk” Rule		
During the round table discussions, several advocates commented that Native
communities are often aware that certain families in the community are sexually exploiting and trafficking their girls into prostitution, but ignore the signs
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that this is occurring because they are reluctant to “interfere.” Long-time advocates
described this as “the don’t talk rule,” and reflected that at one time, this same silence
existed around domestic violence in Native communities.
Research with Native child victims of physical and sexual abuse, physical and sexual
assault, and commercial exploitation supports the advocates’ reports at round tables. In
one study, American Indian Native survivors of childhood sexual abuse told researchers
that when girls in their communities are sexually assaulted by a family member (or even
a member of another Native family in the same community), reporting the assault often
results in significant social repercussions, so most victims are too afraid to report.264 In
recent interviews with sexual violence survivors, activists, and support workers in three
regions of Indian Country (Standing Rock Sioux Reservation in North and South Dakota, the State of Oklahoma, and the State of Alaska), Amnesty International found that
a number of the Native women would only agree to be interviewed if their anonymity
was guaranteed. These women described the barriers to reporting sexual assault as fear
of breaches in confidentiality, fear of retaliation, and a lack of confidence that reports
will be taken seriously or result in perpetrators being brought to justice.265
In the Canadian study with 150 commercially sexually exploited Aboriginal youth in
22 communities described earlier, prostituted youth reported that prior to running away
from home, they had no one they could talk to about the physical and sexual violence
they had experienced at the hands of family members and other adults in the community. Similar to the advocates’ accounts, these youth reported that people are often
reluctant to “interfere.” The youth felt that either they would not be believed, or that
telling someone would simply trigger new violence.266

Absence of a Common, Evidence-based Approach
In addition to those listed above, advocates described two additional barriers they have
encountered in trying to determine what services and approaches would result in the
best outcomes for prostituted Native women and girls. Both are related to a lack of a uniform, evidence-based approach to working with prostituted Native girls and women.
The first is the absence of appropriate training for anyone working with prostituted Native women and girls, and trainers having cultural knowledge and extensive experience
in working with this population. Because addressing this issue is relatively new to Native communities, advocates felt that no common language or body of knowledge has
yet been established. Though they reported that participating in the round tables and
sharing information and perspectives had significantly increased their own knowledge
and awareness, they felt that training is extremely important for new advocates who
have never been exposed to hearing stories of severe sexual and psychological violence.
The advocates emphasized the importance of appropriate training to ensure that new
advocates practice self-care and learn to balance compassion with good boundaries, as
a way to prevent advocate burn-out and support good client outcomes.
Another barrier noted by the advocates related to the lack of an evidence-based approach to assisting Native women and girls in prostitution is a lack of systematic data
collection that could help estimate the number involved in the various forms of commercial sexual exploitation, the number that meet the state’s legal definition for traf-
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We’ve got families that have
been in prostitution for generations and you get one that
starts talking, she’s out of the
family. You know, even sisters
who were sexually abused by
their father also, they’re mad at
her, you know, ‘You better not
move back to our rez.’ [Second
speaker] And then that causes
a lot of drinking and drugs because they’re ousted. [Advocates]
One of the things we need to
work on is that denial. We first
have to recognize that this is
happening…In our community, what is slowly killing us is
that denial, that there is sexual
abuse, there is incest happening, and as a result we’re setting our future off to be utilized
by someone else sexually. [Advocate]
You do not call the police. I
don’t care what is going on, you
call the police and your house
will get stoned. Even neighbors
who were not involved in what
was happening. You just do not
do it. That is a big piece that
these women and girls are getting, when they’re little. [Advocate]

ficking, their current paths of entry, the prevalence of violence they are experiencing, and their needs
while in prostitution and when trying to exit. Most of the advocates voiced a high level of interest in
a collaborative data collection effort if MIWRC or a group of collaborators would provide a questionnaire and technical assistance, and enter and analyze those data. There was strong agreement that these
data are essential for effective planning and services.

Conclusions
On July 22, 2009, MIWRC held a listening session with 33 Native community leaders and elders to
discuss the draft of this report and to gather input on recommended action steps. Their comments are
included in the following discussion.

The Social Ecology of Native Girl’s Vulnerability to Sex Trade
Recruitment
Social ecology is the study of people in their environment and the influence of that environment on human development and behavior.267 This theoretical model allows for examination of layered social and
economic influences on Native children’s ability to develop the four beliefs described at the beginning
of this summary as essential for a coherent and resilient sense of self:
a The world is predictable, meaningful, and fair
a I am a worthy person
a People are trustworthy.268
Overall, the information we gathered for this report demonstrates that the sex trafficking of Native
women and girls is neither a new problem nor a rare occurrence. It is, however, a very complex problem in its origins, activities, and solutions. In reviewing our findings, we recognized that a social ecology framework is a useful approach for summarizing the influences that contribute to Native girls’ and
women’s involvement in the sex trade. Using a social ecology lens, we identified four major layers of
influences that in combination make American Indian women and girls extremely vulnerable to sex
trafficking:
a The impact of the majority society
a Neighborhood and community environments
a The influence of family and friends
a The cumulative impact on the individual

34

The social ecology of Native girls’ vulnerability
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Influence of the Majority Society					
Government actions
The first and most pervasive layer of influence is that of the majority society. The historical review provided
as context describes a series of U.S. government actions that contributed to the poverty and social problems
that plague American Indian communities today. These include:
a The removal of Native people from their traditional land base to remote rural reservations, which
forced them to become dependent on the U.S. government for food and other basic needs
a The large-scale removal of Native children from their families and communities to boarding schools
and adoptive homes, which prevented intergenerational transmission of language and cultural norms
for community and family roles and responsibilities
a The widespread physical and sexual abuse of Native children in boarding schools, which significantly impacted their ability to parent their own children in healthy ways
a Prohibitions against practicing traditional spirituality and participating in ceremonies, which impeded grieving of losses and healing from trauma
a Urban relocation initiatives that failed to provide the promised resources, leaving Native families in
dire poverty and isolated from the community support that had been present on the reservation
a Government-sponsored assaults on Native women’s bodies, including rape in military action and
involuntary sterilization by Indian Health Service physicians

35

I remember going to some kind
of historical presentation where
they were talking about the Voyageurs, and how they would keep
an Indian woman in a trundle
bed under their bed for ‘their
purposes.’ And I was so appalled
that anybody in the Historical
Society would still be dramatizing that, like this was some great
and wonderful historical event.
And I was really hurt because
I’m an Indian woman, and I went
there with a group of school
kids…if I’m appalled and offended, think of what it’s doing to
these poor little minds. They’re
being taught that, ‘Oh, Indian
women. All they’re good for is
sex.’ [Native community leader
discussing report findings]

Racism and the targeting of Native women for sexual violence

I’m currently the chief baby-sitter for my granddaughters, who
are both 13, the critical age, and
one of them is wearing the Britney Spears look. And, I’m like,
‘Don’t you want to put something
over that?’ And, you know, monitoring their Internet activity…it’s
the clothing and the cosmetics
and the ads that all say women
are less valued than men…it is
a sort of hammering, constant
message. [Native community elder and leader discussing report
findings]

Socioeconomic inequality and the emphasis on money as proof
of success

In the historical review, advocates’ round table discussions, Canadian studies of
prostituted Native women and youth, and the listening session with community leaders and elders, racism was consistently identified as a key factor in sexual violence
against Native women and girls and in extreme physical and sexual violence against
prostituted Native women and youth. The research cited in this report also shows Native women and girls to be more frequent sexual assault victims than any other group
of women in the country, and more likely to sustain injuries in those assaults.

Media glamorization of sexual exploitation and sex as a
marketing tool
Advocates participating in the two round tables reported Native girls’ perception of
the sex trade, particularly dancing in strip clubs, as a glamorous career option in which
they could make a lot of money very quickly. A number of community leaders and elders at the listening session to discuss the report findings described the massive influence of the media (especially the sexualized nature of music videos) and the constant
use of sex as a marketing tool as significant majority-society influences encouraging
Native girls and boys to view sexual exploitation as glamorous and profitable.

The advocates’ stories, the Canadian literature on the relationship between poverty,
homelessness, and Aboriginal women and youth entering the sex trade, and the overrepresentation of Native women and girls in the Wilder Research study of homelessness in Minnesota all show socioeconomic inequality to be a major factor facilitating
Native women’s and girls’ entry into the sex trade. As we reported earlier, American
Indian poverty is the highest in the nation, increasing over the past three years while
Black, Hispanic, and White poverty rates declined.269
The advocates’ discussions at the two round tables and the Canadian literature on
studies of prostituted Aboriginal youth all described young Native girls’ belief that
the money they could earn in the sex trade would empower them, allowing them the
freedom to run their own lives and make their own choices. Advocates also repeatedly
described pimps’ emphasis on money as a way to solve problems and realize dreams
as a major incentive for Native girls to begin dancing in strip clubs and then move
into prostitution.

Government priorities based on group size and influence
American Indians are a small demographic group in Minnesota, representing only 1.6
percent of the state’s population.270 Research has shown that whenever decisions must
be made about the allocation of government resources, small low-income groups have
limited influence over those decisions in comparison to more affluent, higher-status
groups.271

Underfunded “safety net” systems
Our discussions with local police and advocates’ stories about trying to find help from
law enforcement and child protection units of local government highlight inadequate
funding of these agencies as a significant barrier to identifying and protecting Native
girls who have been trafficked into prostitution, and to active pursuit of pimps that traffic Native girls and women. In combination, the prevalence of homelessness among
Native women and girls, Native girls’ high rates of running away, and the severe short-
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age of housing options for Native women and girls trying to avoid or escape the sex
trade reflect a woefully inadequate system for meeting the emergency shelter needs of
low-income, sexually exploited Native girls and women. Not only does the absence of
an effective safety net make Native girls more vulnerable to sexual exploitation, it also
makes it extremely difficult for trafficked girls to successfully exit the sex trade.

Unequal gendered consequences for roles in prostitution
The attribution of responsibility for women’s involvement in the sex trade is deeply
rooted in the notion that prostitution is a business transaction between equals and prostituted women have chosen the sex trade as a form of employment. Popular use of the
term “the oldest profession” perpetuates this idea, despite a body of research indicating
that most prostituted women and girls want out of the sex trade but have no other way
to shelter or support themselves.
There is significant gender bias in social and legal sanctions for women and girls engaged in selling sex, compared to those experienced by the men who buy it. Catharine
McKinnon has described a gap between the promise of civil rights and the real lives of
prostituted women. She notes the ways that the prostitution law fails to protect the civil
rights of women involved in prostitution while favoring the civil rights of pimps and
johns, citing court decisions to make these points:
a The law does not protect prostituted women’s freedom from arbitrary arrest,
because it makes women into criminals for being victimized as women, and
enforcement of prostitution law has traditionally involved police officers impersonating johns in order to arrest prostituting women.
a The law does not protect a prostituted woman’s rights to property, since she
cannot declare any parts of herself off-limits, while pimps and johns retain the
right to use her body as they choose.
a The law does not protect prostituted women’s right to liberty, since liberty is
the ability to set limits on one’s condition or to leave it.272
Our conversations with law enforcement personnel and advocates’ stories at the round
tables show that purchasers of sexual services typically receive light sentences and
are frequently permitted to do community service or restorative justice rather than jail
time. This unequal treatment disproportionately softens penalties for men’s purchase
of sexual services while it criminalizes and stigmatizes women engaged in the same
transaction.

Federal definitions of “deserving” victims
The advocates’ stories of Native adult women who had been trafficked into prostitution as children illustrated the impact of federal guidelines for “deserving” victims.
As adults trying to exit the sex trade, many had been refused access to emergency
shelters, victim services, and federally-funded housing due to their prostitution convictions. Donna Hughes, professor and Carlson Endowed Chair at the University of
Rhode Island, has pointed out the overlap in definitions of sex trafficking and pimping, emphasizing that women’s experiences in prostitution and sex trafficking are quite
similar in regard to violence, control, exploitation, and level of victimization. Hughes
notes that in multiple studies of women in prostitution, the average reported age of
entry suggests that 70 percent were, by definition, victims of sex trafficking at the time
they entered the sex trade.273 Child victims of sex trafficking do not cease to be victims
simply because they turned 18. Their victimization in childhood continues to impact
their lives as adults.
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I have a 10-year-old now, and…
when we set up camp [at a powwow] he wants to be gone and
run around, and all the boys
are running around…and then
when they go to the vendor
booths, the first place they always go is the one where they
have all the hats and the pimp
gear and all the bling and all
that. He always wants to buy
that stuff. He always wants that
hat with the bunny sign on it.
[Native community leader discussing the report findings.]
It wasn’t too long ago, I was at
a venue of Native people and
I was within ear’s length of a
group of young girls. One of the
young girls said that her baby
needed diapers and so she did
a booty call so she could get
money to get diapers for her
kid…so that was prostitution in
the definition of the word. But
she didn’t see that. That was
the normalcy of it, you know, ‘I
need this for my child and I’m
going to use what I have.’ If you
have money, you can go to the
store…If you don’t have money,
you have to use what you have
at your disposal…And that was
shared with a bunch of young
girls, and none of them were
appalled by it. There was more
of a ‘Yeah, I understand that,’
than ‘Oh, my god, how could
you do something like that?’
[Native community leader discussing report findings.]

We all knew which houses were
doing what in our community.
And historically, because of who
they were or who they were related to, or they’re on the board,
they were able to get away with
it. Right? Everybody looked the
other way on it. [Advocate]
Some of us in this room have
addressed this on several occasions, but it was always hard
to get the community to jump
on board. I mean, it was—you
know, you always had the choir.
You always had the people that
worked in the field that were
interested in helping the victims that were in front of them
at their desk, but there was not
any cry from the community to
deal with it on a community basis, at a community level, and so
there are those pockets of safety
for people that are committing
these heinous crimes on a regular basis. [Community elder
and leader discussing the report
findings]

Influence of neighborhood and community environments
Gang activity and community normalization of violence

The discussions of advocates at the two round tables and the research literature from
Canada and the U.S. all noted the considerable influence of gangs in Native communities, gangs’ use of violence to coerce Native girls into prostitution, and Native girls’
efforts to be as safe as they can in an unsafe environment through sexual relationships
with gang members. Native girls’ responses to the 2007 Minnesota Student Survey indicated significant levels of gang presence at their schools, and similar to the Canadian
research we cited, showed violence to be a common feature of Native girls’ school and
neighborhood life in Minnesota.

A visible and active sex trade
Advocates repeatedly described young Native girls being approached on the street and
offered money for sex, and in Canadian studies, Aboriginal youth reported the same
experience. In the data collected by MIWRC, a significant number of Native women
and girls reported knowing someone in prostitution, and many reported knowing a trafficker. The discussions at the advocates’ round tables and the Canadian literature on
Aboriginal youth in prostitution described frequent exposure of Native youth to a visible and active neighborhood sex trade as a key influence in normalizing survival sex
and prostitution.

Social isolation and the “don’t talk” rule
Research in poor neighborhoods has found that high levels of neighborhood violence
and crime contribute to social isolation, where safety concerns limit the degree to which
people become involved with or interact with their neighbors. The long-term success
of children in these neighborhoods has been found to be strongly related to community
members’ willingness to support parents’ efforts to keep their children safe.274 Minneapolis and Duluth both have large urban concentrations of American Indians in lowincome, high-crime neighborhoods where short-term residence in rental housing is the
norm. The advocates’ accounts and participants in Canadian research on prostituted
youth both emphasized community norms for minding one’s own business and the potentially dangerous consequences of calling the police.
The advocates’ reports and the literature on abuse at boarding schools describe current
Native community members’ reluctance to get involved and the pervasiveness of “don’t
talk” rule. Both view these unhelpful social norms as responses of Native children that
experienced or witnessed abuse at boarding schools. Teachers and administrators perpetrating sexual and physical abuse forced these children to accept responsibility for their
own abuse. The children learned to be ashamed of their own sexuality, and also learned
that telling anyone about the abuse they or others had experienced only led to increased
violence and additional shame. Passed down to consecutive generations, the end result
of these efforts to avoid harm to self or others is a lack of safety for sexually exploited
children and an absence of accountability for perpetrators in Native communities.

A crime-based underground economy
Though community participation in an underground economy was not included in our
description of factors contributing to Native girls’ and women’s vulnerability to entering the sex trade, some advocates did comment on Native girls’ reliance on “boosters”
selling stolen clothing, shoes, and accessories at very low prices. The community leaders and elders at the listening session pointed out that Native girls’ and women’s routine
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use of “boosters” increases their risk of involvement in other types of illegal activity, and
viewing the sex trade as an acceptable way to get the things they want.

Limited jobs, few options for education and career planning
In the neighborhoods where American Indians are concentrated in Minneapolis and Duluth,
unemployment rates are high and opportunities for legal, living-wage employment are extremely limited, as are options for a quality education. Research has found that inner-city
schools consistently receive lower ratings for quality of education and student achievement
than suburban schools, reflecting the broader patterns of inequality elsewhere in American
society.275 Students in these schools have been described as a “captured market,” because
their socioeconomic status makes them completely dependent upon the public school system.276 The high American Indian school dropout rates suggest that unrewarding school
experiences contribute to a belief that educational attainment and career planning are neither
useful nor realistic life goals.

Influence of families and friends
Poverty

The advocates’ discussions at the round tables, the research literature from Canadian studies
of prostituted Aboriginal women and youth, and the comments from community leaders and
elders all emphasized the importance of family poverty in two types of vulnerability among
Native women and girls:
a Vulnerability to homelessness
a Vulnerability to landlord pimps that threaten rent increases and/or eviction.

Physical and sexual victimization
Canadian studies’ findings that childhood physical and sexual abuse are common among
prostituted Native women and girls and runaway Native youth, Minnesota Student Survey
findings on Native girls’ reports of physical and sexual abuse at home and having run away
from home, and state and local data on American Indian child maltreatment show that many
Native girls are at very high risk of being trafficked into the sex trade because of prior victimization. The Wilder Research study of homelessness also found that Native women and
girls frequently reported physical or sexual violence at home as the reason for their current
homelessness. Other studies’ findings of high rates of partner violence among low-income
Native women suggest that many Native women and girls are forced to leave home to avoid
violent victimization, resulting in homelessness that further increases their vulnerability to
sex trafficking.

Prostitution and survival sex
At both round tables, advocates described Native girls whose families were involved in
generational prostitution and girls’ friends already involved in stripping and/or prostitution.
The Canadian studies of Aboriginal youth involvement in prostitution reported similar findings. The data collected from clients entering MIWRC programs confirmed that many have
friends in prostitution, and also showed that clients reporting involvement in prostitution
were most often recruited by a friend.

Substance abuse
At round tables, advocates reported Native mothers trafficking their daughters into prostitution to feed an addiction, and the Canadian studies of prostituted youth that we cited also
identified parental substance abuse as a facilitating factor for Native youth running away
from home and entering the sex trade. In the 2007 Minnesota Student Survey, the propor-
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We need to also remember
that this sub rosa economy
is working all the time. The
sale of illegal goods, all of
that happens in our community, and the inability
of young women to understand what they’re doing in
exchanging a sexual favor
for money to buy diapers is
part of that. [Community
elder and leader discussing report findings]
What I’m saying is it is
so commonplace because
boosters are so prevalent.
I mean, in other advocacy
and other outreach, I was
in people’s homes and we
were talking about healthy
housing and education and
their booster shows up and
is trying to sell me clothes
that they just got from the
plus size clothing store,
and he had an entire trunk
of all this beautiful stuff.
[Advocate]

tion of American Indian girls reporting problematic drug and alcohol use by a family member was much
higher than that of girls in the general population, and the responses of homeless American Indian women
and girls in the Wilder Research study of homelessness indicate that family substance abuse often forces
Native women and girls to leave home without any other place to stay. The advocates and studies with
prostituted Aboriginal youth in Canada both identified Fetal Alcohol Syndrome Disorder (FASD) as an
indirect affect of mothers’ substance abuse on Native girls’ vulnerability to sexual exploitation.

Parents affected by generational trauma, FASD, and/or mental illness
At the advocates’ round tables and in findings from Canadian studies with prostituted Native women
and youth, unresolved generational trauma was identified as a root cause of the community violence,
domestic violence, child abuse, and substance abuse that pervades Native communities in the U.S. and
Canada. Advocates also reported knowing FASD-affected Native mothers trafficking their children, and
the research we cited confirms that a FASD-affected, mentally ill or cognitively-impaired parent can
increase their children’s vulnerability to sexual exploitation.

The cumulative effect on Native girls 				

Lack of workforce preparation, sex trade viewed as a glamorous career option
Native girls’ responses to the 2007 Minnesota Student Survey show high levels of disengagement from
school and truancy, and data on American Indian school dropout shows that many leave school without
the education level necessary to succeed at most living-wage jobs. The absence of employment opportunities in their neighborhoods and the lack of social networks for securing first jobs leave many Native
girls with no employment history or job skills. The glamorization of sexual exploitation in the popular
media, a highly visible sex trade, and girls’ awareness that sex can be a resource for meeting basic needs
combine to normalize the sex trade, encouraging Native girls to view it as a reasonable way to obtain
money.

Absence of safety and emotional vulnerability
Native girls’ reports of physical and sexual violence at home, gang presence and threat of violence in
their schools, and physical and sexual violence by dates in the 2007 Minnesota Student Survey shows an
alarming lack of safety in their lives. Advocates’ stories at the round tables and Canadian research with
runaway and prostituted Native youth also described the tremendous emotional vulnerability of Native
girls in this type of home and community environment, especially to pimps and recruiters that promise
to take care of and protect them. The reluctance of community members to intervene and community
antagonism to anyone who calls the police makes Native girls even more vulnerable to guerrilla recruitment into prostitution. The very limited options for emergency shelter and crisis services leave the vast
majority without alternatives that could offer protection or support.

Native girls’ own trauma responses
Native girls’ responses to the 2007 Minnesota Student Survey show that many use alcohol before the age
of 12, show signs of alcohol dependency before leaving high school, and participate in violence against
others. Research showing the prevalence of sexual assault and the link between sexual assault trauma
and substance abuse among American Indian women confirms that these traumas make a significant
number of Native girls and women vulnerable to prostitution recruitment by a pimp promising them
safety. Advocates’ reports of prostituted Native women’s reluctance to trust and their dependency on
pimps indicate that these trauma responses frequently expose them to new violence and new trauma.
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Last Words						
At the July 22, 2009 listening session to discuss the report findings, all of the Native
community leaders and elders in attendance confirmed the seriousness of the problem
and inspired us with their commitment to working together on a community response to
end the commercial sexual exploitation of Native women and children.
Based on the information presented in this report, we conclude that commercial sexual
exploitation of Native girls and women is neither harmless nor victimless. The widespread notion that prostitution is a voluntary career choice made by a fully informed
adult has no basis in reality for the vast majority of prostituted Native women and girls.
We find it unreasonable and cruel to assume that any Native person in prostitution has
made an informed choice to endure extreme violence and subjugation at the hands of
pimps and purchasers of sexual services, or to voluntarily decided to accept this maltreatment as an acceptable occupational hazard.
We found that most prostituted Native women and girls are trafficked into the sex trade
as children but were never identified or protected as trafficking victims. Unable to find
the support to leave prostitution, at the point that these victims reach the age of 18, they
are immediately considered criminals and are often refused access to shelters and other
services for trafficking, sexual assault, domestic violence, and stalking victims.
While stripping and pornography are often framed as relatively harmless aspects of the
sex trade, we have identified these as gateways to prostitution for a significant number
of Native women and girls. While some enter the sex trade to pursue the illusion of a
glamorous and lucrative career, continued involvement in prostitution is almost always
due to an absence of other options.
Because our focus for this report was the commercial sexual exploitation of Native women and girls, we did not address the prostitution of Native boys or Two-Spirit (gay, lesbian, and bisexual) youth. However, a number of Canadian studies reported that though
girls made up 75-80 percent of Aboriginal youth in the sex trade, the remaining 20-25
percent were boys, Two-Spirit, and transsexual individuals.277,278,279,280 In a 2008 Canadian study of street youth, 23 percent of Aboriginal boys and 54 percent of Aboriginal
girls described themselves as not entirely heterosexual, bisexual, or gay/lesbian. These
youth were much more likely than heterosexual-identifying youth to report having been
kicked out of their homes or having run away, which makes them even more vulnerable
to commercial sexual exploitation.281

Next Steps					
The community leaders and elders that attended the listening session agreed on three
main points regarding next steps toward addressing the commercial sexual exploitation
of Native people:
a Any approach to addressing the problem must prioritize the healing and empowerment of Native communities, and ensure that they are not re-victimized as a
result of the information brought forth in this report.
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Feedback from Native
community leaders
I’m really happy that this report
came out. I’m really happy that
finally we can sit in a group like
this and talk about it, because
we can’t hide it any more. We
can’t tell our girls it’s okay, because it’s not okay…I really
want to continue to be a part of
this dialogue because I think it’s
long overdue.
The report shines a light on
this—it’s a stake in the ground.
It says ‘Look at this.’ This is
something that needs attention,
and we’re not going to solve this
now or in the next little while,
but if we don’t start, we’ll never
solve it.
One of our spiritual leaders
said to us some years ago, those
of us who are older, who have
been victimized by racism in this
country and also those of us who
are women who have victimized
in whatever ways simply because
we are women—what he said to
us was, ‘That pain is yours. That
is your pain, and you need to
deal with it, but don’t pass it on
to your children. They will experience their own difficulties and
they will have to deal with that,
but do not talk to them about
what you have dealt with.’ I think
[that] until we do deal with our
own pain, it’s impossible not to
pass it on.

a To ensure community engagement and an emphasis on healing and empowerment, the next stage of strategic planning must be led by a committed and knowledgeable group of Native people.
a This is not solely a women’s issue—it is a community issue that also involves Native boys and TwoSpirit youth and adults.

Recommendations for Action				
The recommendations we provide here came from:
a Advocates attending the two regional round tables
a American Indian community leaders and elders that attended the listening session
a Prostituted Aboriginal women and youth and Aboriginal community members participating in Canadian
studies of commercial sexual exploitation
a Patterns of risk identified in data and literature gathered for this report

Increase Awareness of the Problem			
Provide education to a cross section of leadership on:
a The impact of poverty and other risk factors on Native youth’s disproportionate involvement in the sex
trade
a The extreme violence and trauma experienced by Native women and youth in prostitution
a Traffickers’ recruitment strategies and the significance of strip clubs, pornography, online and phone sex,
and escort services as gateways to prostitution for Native youth

Reframe the conversation and change the language		
a Increase awareness that prostitution is not a life style choice, is not a victimless crime, and that the vast
majority of prostituted people were trafficked into the sex trade as children--clearly identify prostitution
as a form of sexual violence
a Highlight the proven relationship between men’s belief that sex is a commodity that they have the right
to purchase and the likelihood that they will commit violence against a woman
a Eliminate terms that place the onus of responsibility on the exploited person; rather than “prostitute,”
promote use of “person in prostitution” or “prostituted person”

Hold Sexual Exploiters Accountable			
a Prosecute all cases of juvenile sex trafficking to the fullest extent of the law
a Reduce demand by increasing penalties for the purchase of sexual services (particularly sex with minors), and prohibit plea bargain agreements that allow purchasers to reduce their penalties through community service and/or restorative justice
a Support efforts by American Indian communities to hold families involved in multi-generational trafficking of their children accountable
a Identify, arrest, and prosecute anyone attempting to recruit vulnerable Native adults and youth for prostitution at homeless shelters, battered women’s shelters, and other places providing emergency services
a Address gangs’ use of violence to force Native youth into prostitution
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Begin Outreach

						

a Recruit Native survivors of prostitution for employment as outreach workers and community educators
a Use harm reduction strategies, including providing condoms/promoting consistent condom use and partnering street nurses with outreach workers to provide Hepatitis B vaccinations
a Distribute information about domestic sex trafficking, sexual assault programs and related programs and
services through community agencies, hospital emergency rooms, health clinics, and food shelves so that
sexually exploited Native women and youth are more aware of places they can find help
a Establish protocols to identify and interrupt recruitment at outreach and drop-in programs, and ensure that
programs are safe

Improve access to emergency shelter and transitional housing
All of the information we gathered on the types of housing prostituted Native women and girls need to successfully exit the sex trade emphasized three key points that should inform any plan to improve emergency shelter and
housing options:
a The sex trade reinforces dependency on a pimp, so victims of commercial sexual exploitation often take a
very long time to make the final decision to complete separate themselves
a These victims have known nothing but exploitation most of their lives, so are very reluctant to trust any
program or organization that applies limits or makes demands
a The most useful and effective services have the fewest requirements, and focus on “meeting victims where
they are”

For these reasons, these are the aspects of emergency shelter and transitional
housing needed to provide effective support to prostituted Native women and youth
to avoid or leave the sex trade:				
a 24-hour, 7 days a week “safe houses” statewide, where sexually exploited Native women and youth can
access emergency shelter, showers, clothing, food, referrals for health care, and other basic needs
a Transitional and supportive housing facilities with culturally competent staff statewide, specifically designed for prostituted Native women and youth
a Shelters, transitional housing and outreach services should link prostituted and at-risk Native girls and
women to an array of holistic services to meet basic needs, receive health care, and work toward access to
permanent safe housing
a Funding for transitional housing that is long-term and covers operating expenses—length of stay must be
adequate to ensure that prostituted Native girls and women have enough time to build the skills and stability they need to secure gainful employment

To provide the greatest access, existing emergency and transitional housing
facilities should:
a To the extent possible, revise public housing policies blocking access to anyone with a felony conviction,
to allow access for victims of sex trafficking whose convictions were due to having been trafficked
a Work with child protection systems in the best interest of the families
a Give prostituted people attempting to exit the sex trade the same priority as people with a mental health
diagnosis, rather than requiring them to get a mental health diagnosis for priority access
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Increase Options for Self-sufficiency to Reduce Vulnerability
Poverty is one of the major factors in vulnerability to commercial sexual exploitation. The following are recommendations for services and programs that can help Native women and youth stay in school and/or gain the skills
and resources they need to become self-sufficient
a Provide opportunities to finish high school that include mentoring, flexible hours, and access to high
quality childcare so that those with children can participate
a Tailor employment services, academic, and career counseling to match prostituted Native women’s and
youth skills and interests, and accommodate learning styles
a Build relationships with employers willing to provide internship and apprenticeship programs where
prostituted Native women and youth can develop skills and build confidence in their abilities

Promote Healing							
a Hold community forums and workshops in American Indian communities to raise awareness of sex trafficking, the vulnerability of Native women, youth, and Two-Spirit people, and available resources for
trafficking victims and their families
a Build community support for believing Native people that report sexual abuse and sexual exploitation,
valuing and protecting them rather than stereotyping and isolating them
a Engage Native communities in recognizing and addressing the role of silence and denial in generational
abuse and sexual exploitation, and in working as a community to hold all traffickers of Native people
accountable
a Engage Native communities in holding producers and sellers of media and products that sexualize Native women and children accountable
a Encourage culturally based agencies to incorporate programming to meet the unique needs of sexually
exploited women and youth, and provide opportunities for collaboration and networking to streamline
services
a Create healing centers where victims and families can re-engage in traditional healing and build stronger
cultural identities
a Provide culturally based healing that holistically addresses chemical dependency, mental illness and
sexual trauma

Improve Systems and Increase Collaboration Between Systems
Engage child protection, law enforcement, schools, and Native community-based
housing and social service agencies in collaborative efforts.
a Standardize intake procedures that can accurately identify victims of sex trafficking and provide them
with immediate access to appropriate resources
a Develop training protocols in partnership with other stakeholders to raise awareness and install effective
response mechanisms
a Support coordinated efforts by local law enforcement, Tribal law enforcement, the FBI, and the Coast
Guard and other agencies to identify, investigate, and prosecute sex traffickers
a Investigate possible sex trafficking when youth report sexual abuse in the home, and ensure that a trained
child protection worker works closely with police and Native programs to meet the unique needs of
prostituted Native children
a Target gangs in schools, housing complexes, and neighborhoods by developing zero tolerance strategies
to prevent and interrupt criminal activities with youth
a Develop coordinated responses to truant and runaway Native youth that divert them from the juvenile
justice system to Native programs that serve sexually exploited Native youth
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When the court case has begun against a Native sex trafficking victim’s trafficker:
a Provide victims with a specific advocate who has the skills and knowledge to deal with her/him respectfully
and for the length of time necessary
a Provide Pro Bono legal services to the victim and a safe space where she/he and the attorney can meet
a Do not require victims to be in the same room as the accused trafficker
a Develop alternatives to corrections placement in foster care and group homes for prostituted Native youth so
they are not isolated from their culture and community
a Improve protections for victims who have outstanding warrants for their arrest, if those arrests are related to
being trafficked, and consider that probation violations may be related to being trafficked

Provide Extensive Training to all Professionals that Come into Contact
with Prostituted Native Women and Youth
			
In addition to basic training on the dynamics and impacts of the sex trade, various professionals should receive more
in-depth training. These are some of the main topics we suggest:

For police officers, prosecutors, courts, and guardians ad litem:
a The importance of screening runaway and truant Native youth for involvement in the sex trade, and making
social services arrangements on site rather than releasing them back to the community
a Establishing guidelines for recognizing when a prostituted Native person may be affected by FASD and or
PTSD
a Networking with referral agencies for culturally-appropriate intervention and support services

For medical and emergency room personnel:
a The importance of treating prostituted victims of sexual or physical assault as assault victims, even when
their injuries were perpetrated by a purchaser of sexual services or a pimp
a Information about trafficking laws, how to contact law enforcement, and how to keep a trafficking victim
safe until the police arrive

For teachers and school administrators, 5th through 12th grade:
a Sex trade culture and terminology, common recruitment strategies, trafficker profiles, and indicators that a
student is being trafficked
a Information about trafficking laws, how to contact law enforcement, and how to keep a trafficking victim
safe until the police arrive
a Referral agencies for culturally-appropriate intervention and support services.

For workers in child protection, child welfare, and family social services:
a Sex trade culture and terminology, and the importance of early intervention
a Culturally-specific screening tools for sex trafficking and other forms of commercial sexual exploitation
a Follow-up strategies for protecting and monitoring sexually exploited Native adolescents and teens to provide a safety net for those that continue living with their families, including providing information on suitable referral services
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For mental health professionals:
a The guilt and shame experienced by prostituted and trafficked Native adults and youth, and the
need to respond immediately and skillfully
a The importance of a nonjudgmental approach that does not include a timeline for progress.
a The importance of a careful diagnosis that takes potential FASD and PTSD into account as possible aggravating factors
a Prostituted Native women’s frequent experiences with unnecessary or inappropriate medications

Project Limitations and Future Research
Methodologically, our decision to convene round table discussions with advocates working with American
Indian women and girls in crisis situations and use the information gathered there as a framework turned
out to be a very useful approach. Our assumption that these advocates were likely to come into contact
with trafficked and prostituted Native women and girls was correct. In the absence of any prior source of
systematically collected data on Native women and girls in prostitution or other areas of the sex trade in
either Minnesota or the U.S., triangulating advocates’ experiences and observations with findings from
published research, local data, and MIWRC client screening data allowed us to develop a basic understanding of a little-understood and complex problem within relatively short period of time.
Though it was useful as a starting point, the data collected by MIWRC via client screening and the two
advocates’ round table discussions represented a very small number of participants in very limited geographic areas. MIWRC is currently revising and expanding its screening tool and process to improve our
ability to identify trafficking victims and provide them with appropriate services and supports. We expect
to implement the new tool and process in October 2009.
There is an urgent need for a regional study involving a systematic and coordinated data collection process,
to develop findings that can be generalized to the larger population. At both round tables and at the listening session with Native community leaders and elders in Minneapolis, Native participants emphasized the
great need for more in-depth information to build upon what was found in producing this report, but they
also voiced a serious concern that research could not take priority over adequate funding for direct services
to prostituted Native people. With that qualifier in place, regarding future research, we recommend that:
a Funding for coordinated and appropriate support services to victims of commercial sexual exploitation is the community’s highest priority—additional research will require a separate funding
pool
a Any future research should involve identification, experiences, and needs of all American Indian
victims, regardless of gender or sexual orientation
a Data collection should involve multiple agencies and programs providing culturally-specific crisis
services to Native people for emergency shelter and housing, domestic violence, sexual assault,
substance abuse, crisis intervention, and the needs of at-risk youth
a Because this exploratory study found indications of trafficking between cities in Minnesota, Wisconsin, North Dakota, and South Dakota, we recommend a regional study that includes two large
urban Indian communities in each of the four states: Minneapolis, Duluth, Grand Forks, Fargo,
Sioux Falls, Rapid City, Milwaukee, and Green Bay
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